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A New Defense of Realism 

 

Nicholas Buckley Mantegani, Ph.D. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

 

Supervisors: Herbert Hochberg and Robert Koons 

 

 In this dissertation, I defend the claim that realism – that is, a theory committed to 

an ontology of universals and particulars – is a more viable theory than any of the others 

adopted in order solve to the problem of universals.  I begin in chapter 1 by setting out a 

method for comparing the various theories offered as solutions to this problem that is 

based primarily on a preference for those theories that exhibit greater ontological 

parsimony.  In developing this method I endorse rather than reject (as is standard for 

realists to do) Quine’s criterion of ontological commitment.  In chapter 2, I utilize the 

aforementioned method of theory comparison to argue for the greater comparative 

viability of realism over each of its primary competitors.  In chapter 3, I set out and offer 

a solution to the “problem of instantiation”, which has traditionally been taken to be the 

most difficult problem for realists to solve.  Finally, in chapter 4, I discuss two remaining 

issues that face the sort of “Quinean” realism that I prefer: (1) the ability of this version 

of realism to accommodate the traditional realist distinction between universals and 

particulars, and (2) the ability of this version of realism to account for “relational facts” 

while maintaining its greater comparative viability over its competitors. 
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Chapter 1: Background, Methodology, Overview 

 

This dissertation is, at base, a defense of realism – that is, a theory committed to an 

ontology of universals and particulars
1
 – as the most viable of the theories adopted in 

order solve to the so-called problem of universals (or, as it is sometimes known, the 

problem of one-over-many).  The defense itself divides into four main sections, the first 

two of which constitute the better portion of it: (1) the establishment of a method for 

comparing the various theories offered as solutions to the problem of universals; (2) the 

systematic argument against the comparative viability of realism’s competitors; (3) the 

consideration and rejection of a problem that has traditionally thought to be devastating 

to the realist project; and (4) the explanation and discussion of two remaining issues that 

must be settled before the defense is complete.  This chapter obviously constitutes the 

first part of the defense: in it, I set out the background assumptions and method that 

support my defense of realism, and I offer an overview of the remaining chapters. 

 

1.1 The Problem of Universals 

Consider a truncated world consisting only of the following two (distinct) objects: a blue 

sphere and a blue cube.  The following sentences (partially) constitute an ordinary 

description of this world: 

 (1) There is a blue sphere 

 (2) There is a blue cube 

 (3) There are two (distinct) blue things 

                                                 
1
 ‘Realism’ is often used as a label for any theory committed to an ontology containing universals.  

However, as I use the term, it applies to a proper subset of these theories: namely, those that commit to the 

existence of both universals and particulars.  I discuss this in more detail in chapter 2. 
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 (4) There is something that resembles something 

The problem of universals is, fundamentally, the problem of how best to account for 

facts
2
 like 1-4.  In particular, facts like 3 are at the heart of the problem, which might be 

thought of as the problem of how to account for naturally-occurring similarities among 

distinct things.  Each of the parties to the debate over the problem of universals purports 

to offer the most viable (that is, best) way of accounting for facts like 1-4.  Generally 

speaking, all of these competing theories differ with regard to the things they say or entail 

that there are – that is, the fundamental differences between these theories are ontological 

differences.  Extreme nominalists (of various stripes), in accounting for facts like 1-4, say 

that only particulars – here, the two blue things – exist.  Realists say that, in addition to 

particulars, there are things that particulars instantiate, such as blue(-ness).  These things 

are called universals.  Universalists, as one might guess, say that only universals exist – 

particulars are in fact just bundles or aggregates of universals.  Trope nominalists (of 

various stripes) say that (only
3
) tropes – that is, particular quality instances like the 

blueness of one of the things and the blueness of the other thing – exist. 

Again, it is because the debate over the problem of universals issues primarily 

from – and, consequently, is focused primarily on – these differences that it is, 

fundamentally, a debate over ontology.  The trouble is that the parties to this debate often 

                                                 
2
 I shall, in what follows, often elide the distinction – if such a distinction is to be recognized – 

between sentences, the propositions they express, and facts.  My primary goals are to avoid a foray into the 

metaphysics of propositions, which is beyond the scope of this dissertation, and to simplify exposition.  In 

general, the word ‘fact’ will be used in a metaphysically innocent way – unless otherwise noted, ‘fact’ can 

be replaced with ‘truth’ or, perhaps, ‘true sentence’.  Likewise, I shall speak of true sentences rather than 

sentences expressing true propositions.  In some cases, I will use ‘sentence’ as many philosophers use 

‘proposition’; my discussion of regimentation in §1.2.1, for example, is one exception to this practice, as I 

there count sentences such as ‘a is red’ and ‘Red(a)’ as distinct.  In general, context will indicate which 

way the word is being used. 
3
 Some philosophers might hold that, in addition to tropes like the blueness of one of the things, there 

are the particular things (see e.g., Mulligan [1999]), or “substrata” of which the particulars are predicated 

(see, e.g., Martin [1980] and Lowe [2002]), or even that there are universals like blue(ness) (see, e.g., 

Mulligan [1999] and Lowe [2002]). 
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disagree about how to settle it.  For example, some point to the economy of the things to 

which a theory is committed – that is, ontological economy or ontological parsimony (I 

shall use the latter phrase) – as the primary concern in settling the debate; others point to 

a demand for explanation or analysis as the primary concern.  It is my task in this chapter 

to set out a principled way of settling the debate that is acceptable to all parties involved.
4
 

 

1.2 Theoretical Adequacy 

As I just mentioned, each of the theories with which I am concerned is claimed by its 

proponents to be the most viable of those adopted in order to solve the problem of 

universals.  What is needed, then, is a principled way of assessing the comparative 

viability of competing theories. 

Consider the truncated world described in the previous section.  Suppose facts 1-4 

are the only facts appealed to in a complete ordinary
5
 description of that world.  A theory 

that fails to account for all of these facts is a less viable theory of the truncated world than 

one that accounts for all of them, regardless of the other theoretical virtues the former 

theory might possess.  I take it that this is something no party to the debate over the 

problem of universals (or any other debate over ontology, for that matter) would deny.  

Defining adequacy as follows, 

                                                 
4
 This might be taken to indicate that my sole concern is to establish a method for comparing theories 

that does not need to be accepted by anyone outside the debate over the problem of universals.  While my 

primary concern is to provide a framework within which this debate can be settled, I hope to establish a 

method of theory comparison that is acceptable to theorists of all stripes and can thus be applied (perhaps in 

a slightly modified or more general form) to disagreements (and, specifically, disagreements that are taken 

to be primarily ontological) outside of the problem of universals.  Indeed, I will often reference debates 

outside of the problem of universals in attempting to establish generally acceptable principles of theory 

comparison. 
5
 One can substitute ‘pre-theoretical’ for ‘ordinary’ here.  The reason for this qualification will be made 

clear in §1.2.1 and §1.3. 
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Adequacy: Theory T is adequate if and only if it accounts for all of the 

facts appealed to in a complete ordinary description of the world, 

I adopt the following principle: 

Principle of Adequacy: An adequate theory is more viable than one that 

fails to be adequate. 

So, a party to the debate over the problem of universals can support the claim that her 

theory is the most viable by showing that, unlike her own theory, her competitors’ 

theories all fail to be adequate. 

I shall assume that what ‘the facts appealed to in a complete ordinary description 

of the world’ encompasses in the definition of adequacy given above is not a point of 

disagreement for the theories at issue here.  That facts 1-4 need to be accounted for by an 

adequate theory of the truncated world from §1.1 is not something that would be denied 

by a proponent of any of these theories: as I pointed out earlier, the debate over the 

problem of universals concerns how to account for facts like 1-4, not whether an adequate 

theory needs to account for them.
6
  What this indicates is that there are different ways for 

a theory to account for a fact, and that the way a theory accounts for a fact may render it 

more viable than another theory that accounts for that fact in a different way. 

Furthermore, I shall also assume that certain sorts of facts are not among those 

that any of the theories I’ll be dealing with need to explicitly account for.  In particular, I 

have in mind “negative” facts
7
 such as a is not-F and a does not exist; “modal” facts 

(specifically, those concerning possibility and necessity) such as possibly, a is F or 

                                                 
6
 This is not to say that two theorists cannot disagree about the facts, for it seems obvious that they can.  

My point is that the parties to the debate over the problem of universals shouldn’t be characterized as 

disagreeing about the ordinary facts that need to be accounted for. 
7
 I should point out that some theories with which I’ll be dealing may require the inclusion of 

“negative” sentences specifying the logical entailments of some of the sentences they include (this will be 

discussed in more detail in §1.4.1); the facts accounted for by such sentences are not the sort of “negative” 

facts that I am excluding here. 
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possibly, a exists; and “fictional” facts such as Pegasus is a winged horse.  That a theory 

does not need to explicitly account for negative facts or modal facts shouldn’t be taken to 

mean, however, that there is no theoretical cost to being inconsistent with such facts, as 

will be made clearer in §1.4.3.  My exclusion of both of these sorts of facts from being 

crucial to theoretical adequacy is due primarily to their apparent lack of relevance to the 

debate over the problem of universals.  The problem is a problem of how to account for 

the naturally-occurring similarities that there are, not those that aren’t or possibly are.  

Given this, I don’t see any reason to demand that an adequate theory explicitly account 

for such “facts”.  Having said this, though, I want to reiterate that I will explain in §1.4.3 

what role the inconsistency with facts of this sort plays in the assessment of a theory’s 

overall viability.  I exclude “fictional” facts for two reasons.  First, there isn’t consensus 

whether or not these are facts: both Russell [1918: 241-54] and Quine [1948: 1-9], for 

example, would presumably consider ‘Pegasus is a winged horse’ to be false, which 

would indicate that Pegasus is a winged horse is not a fact (in the sense that I am using 

‘fact’ here) for either of them.  Secondly, my focus here is on theories that are trying to 

account for facts of similarity that hold in the world, so it seems that they need not be 

interested in facts about things that don’t exist.  Thus, I will avoid discussing the issue of 

truth according to fiction in this dissertation (although I’ll mention it again in §1.3.2). 

 

1.2.1 Accounting for the Facts 

The obvious question, given my definition of adequacy, is: What is it for a theory to 

account for a fact?  Treating a theory as a set of sentences (as I shall do from this point 

forward),
8
 one might naturally think of “accounting for the facts” as follows: for any 

theory to account for a given fact, it must contain a sentence (or sentences) that, 

                                                 
8
 My primary reason for treating a theory as a set of sentences is that it allows for a straightforward 

characterization of what it is for a theory to accept a claim as primitive.  I discuss this just ahead. 
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according to its proper interpretation (given by the semantic rules governing the theory), 

explicitly states (or expresses) that that fact “obtains”.  To put the point more simply, in 

order for a theory to account for the constituents of the world being some way (i.e. a 

fact), it needs to contain a sentence that says that the constituents of the world are that 

way.  On this way of accounting for the facts, if it is a fact that there are trees, then the 

theory must contain a sentence (or sentences) explicitly stating (or expressing) that there 

are trees.  If it is another fact that this computer is grey, then the theory must contain 

another sentence (or sentences) explicitly stating (or expressing) that there is at least one 

object that is both a computer and grey. 

 Note, though, that if each adequate theory consisted solely of a set of sentences 

stating (or expressing) that the constituents of the world are how all the ordinary facts 

“say” they are, then there would appear to be no room for disagreement among adequate 

theories so long as the facts are agreed upon.  But all of the theories offered as solutions 

to the problem of universals (i) agree on the ordinary facts, (ii) are purportedly adequate 

as regards all of these facts, and (iii) nevertheless disagree about what there is.  This 

might lead one to conclude that only one (or perhaps none) of the theories offered as a 

solution to the problem of universals is in fact adequate.  I think that this is the wrong 

conclusion to reach.  Indeed, the debate over which theory is to be adopted in the face of 

the problem of universals typically focuses on theoretical virtues other than adequacy – in 

other words, it seems that most of those who engage in the debate over the problem of 

universals take for granted the adequacy of their opponents’ theories and instead focus on 

other theoretical flaws in attempting to show those theories lacking.  (As will become 

apparent, even in those cases in which the adequacy of a theory is apparently what is 

being rejected, the basic arguments in favor of this claim are more appropriately 

described as being based on other considerations, simplicity being the consideration most 

often appealed to.)  Since it seems that there is reason to grant that distinct theories can be 
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adequate, I think that one should conclude from the foregoing that there are ways of 

“accounting for the facts” that involve something other than including in a theory 

sentences that explicitly state (or express) that the constituents of the world are as those 

facts “say” they are. 

Lewis [1983] suggests, and I agree,
9
 that there are three different ways that a 

theory may account for a given fact: 

An effort at systematic philosophy must indeed give an account of any 

purported fact.  There are three ways to give an account.  (1) ‘I deny it’ – 

this earns a failing mark if the fact is really Moorean.  (2) ‘I analyse it 

thus’[…] Or (3) ‘I accept it as primitive’. [20] 

Given that all of the theories at issue agree on the ordinary facts (thus making these facts 

“Moorean” in the relevant sense), I will ignore the first option.  Employing the third 

option is tantamount to accounting for a fact in the manner described at the beginning of 

this section: if it is a fact that there is a blue cube, then a theorist who takes up the third 

option will include in her theory a sentence explicitly saying (or expressing) that there is 

a blue cube.  If no analysis of this sentence is offered, then the fact expressed by it is left 

unanalyzed (i.e. primitive).  So, it is the second option that requires explanation. 

The (seemingly) most straightforward way for a theory to provide an analysis
10

 of 

a given fact is to reduce it to other facts endorsed by the theory.  Given my treatment of 

theories as sets of sentences, I shall speak in terms of the reduction of sentences included 

in a theory to other sentences included in the theory.  As I am using the term ‘reduction’, 

it is not to be confused with elimination or replacement: when one sentence is reduced to 

another sentence or other sentences, the former is not thereby eliminated from the theory 

                                                 
9
 Indeed, I think most philosophers would agree with Lewis here.  One might think that a realist who 

holds that monadic predications must not be accepted as primitive is a counterexample, but even she has to 

accept something as primitive (as will be made clear in the coming chapters).  The point, I think, is that 

analysis has to stop somewhere, so something has to be taken as primitive. 
10

 I shall use ‘analysis’ and ‘explanation’ interchangeably. 
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in favor of the others.
11

  To see how reduction works, suppose theory T includes only the 

following three sentences:
12

 

 (6) a is a blue cube 

 (7) a is blue 

 (8) a is a cube 

The fact that a is a blue cube doesn’t seem to be independent of the fact that it is blue and 

the fact that it is a cube.  Indeed, rather than accepting 6-8 (and thus the facts expressed 

by them) as distinct and unanalyzable (i.e. primitive), the proponent of T might hold that 

6 is to be reduced to (i.e. analyzed in terms of) 7 and 8.  To make this reduction logically 

perspicuous, 6-8 can be replaced by paraphrases in the language of first-order logic, thus 

constituting a new theory, T*: 

 (6*) Blue(a) & Cube(a) 

 (7*) Blue(a) 

 (8*) Cube(a) 

Based on the rules governing the use of ‘&’ in first-order logic, the molecular sentence 6* 

is logically equivalent to the conjunction of (i.e. applying ‘&’ to) 7* and 8*.  Thus, T* 

accounts for each of the facts corresponding to 6-8, but it does so without having to 

accept all of them as primitive.  Here, the replacement of 7 and 8 by the irreducible 

sentences 7* and 8* serves as the method of accounting for the facts that correspond to 7 

                                                 
11

 The reason for treating reduction in this way will be made clear in §1.3.1 when I discuss the closure 

under first-order entailment of all of the theories I’ll be discussing (see footnote 38 in this chapter).  My 

distinction here between reduction and elimination is in the spirit of that drawn by Sober [1981]. 
12

 I’ve so far treated only of sentences that contain no individual constants (logically proper names).  

My use of such constants in 6-8 is to aid the illustration, for there is a straightforward sense in which 6 is 

explicable in terms of 7 and 8 – the illustration is perhaps less straightforward if 6-8 are replaced with 

existential statements like ‘There is a blue cube’.  I shall discuss reduction with regard to these latter sorts 

of sentences in §1.3.3 – for now, it is enough to recognize that there seems to be a clear sense in which 

sentences can be reduced to (and thus analyzed or explained in terms of) others. 
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and 8.  Likewise, the replacement of 6 by 6* serves as the method of accounting for the 

fact that corresponds to 6.  But, only the facts corresponding to 7* and 8* are accepted as 

primitive since the fact corresponding to 6* is to be analyzed in terms of them.
13

  This 

illustrates the manner in which reduction is not a form of elimination: the reduced 

sentence is still included in the theory – it is just taken to be analyzable in terms of other 

sentences. 

 Reduction can thus be used to limit the number of primitives to which a theory 

appeals.  For example, by reducing 6* to 7* and 8*, T* appeals to only two primitives 

rather than to three.  I take it that, ceteris paribus, the fewer primitives appealed to by an 

adequate theory, the more viable it is.  The reason for this is tied to two related theoretical 

virtues: simplicity and explanatory power.  I take it that one goal of good theorizing is to 

offer the simplest adequate theory possible.  In other words, I accept the following 

principle: 

Principle of Simplicity: Ceteris paribus, the simpler of two adequate 

theories is the more viable one.
14

 

What exactly is meant by ‘simplicity’ here requires some discussion, for it seems that 

there are different sorts of simplicity.  In the first place, there is simplicity of the total 

number of claims endorsed by (i.e. sentences included in) a theory.  For example, any 

two theories that include all and only 6*, 7*, and 8* must, it seems, be considered equal 

                                                 
13

 One might wonder at this point why 6* is to be reduced to the conjunction of 7* and 8* rather than 

the other way around.   This issue is related to the one mentioned in footnote 12 above.  I take up these 

issues in §1.3.2 and §1.3.3. 
14

 This principle can be seen as a variation of Ockham’s razor, which is typically stated as something 

like “Postulations are not to be multiplied beyond necessity”.  This statement of the razor differs, in the first 

place, from my Principle of Simplicity in that the former makes no mention of theoretical adequacy.  

Indeed, it is an idiosyncrasy of my principle that it invokes the notion of adequacy.  My basic reason for 

doing so should be clear from the discussion with which I began this section: I consider adequacy to be a 

minimum requirement for a theory’s being viable, so any appeal to the Principle of Simplicity in comparing 

two theories must presuppose that those theories are adequate.  I discuss these issues in more detail in §1.4. 
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relative to this sort of simplicity.  However, there also seems to be another, more 

important notion of simplicity – namely, the simplicity of the number of primitive (i.e. 

unanalyzed) claims endorsed by a theory.  Suppose, for example, one theory reduces 6* 

to 7* and 8*, whereas the other theory does not.  Despite the fact that both theories 

include the same number of sentences, the former theory takes only two of them to be 

primitive, whereas the latter theory accepts all three as primitive.  It thus seems that the 

former theory should be preferred based on this latter notion of simplicity, which is what 

Baker [20003: 247] calls “elegance”.
15

  As he notes, this is not the only sort of theoretical 

simplicity that there is; indeed, I introduce (and characterize in detail) another in §1.3. 

It also seems that, of the two theories mentioned above, the one that contains 

fewer primitives is in some sense more explanatorily powerful than the latter theory.  

After all, in reducing 6* to 7* and 8*, it offers an explanation or analysis where the other 

theory does not (and in so doing limits the number of primitives to which it is 

committed).  To produce the most explanatorily powerful theory is, I take it, another goal 

of good theorizing.  In other words, I accept the following principle: 

Principle of Explanatory Power: Ceteris paribus, the more explanatorily 

powerful of two adequate theories is the more viable one. 

I have obviously not yet offered a clear characterization of the notion of explanatory 

power.  Much of the remainder of this chapter is devoted to filling in the details of the 

two aforementioned principles (thus providing such a characterization) and determining 

whether they admit of any qualification.  I introduce the principles here, though, in order 

to point out the prima facie importance of analysis (i.e. explanation) to a theory’s 

comparative viability.  Every theory with which I am concerned in this dissertation must 

                                                 
15

 He also calls it “syntactic simplicity”, and he allows for the notion of syntactic simplicity (elegance) 

to include considerations of more than just the number of primitive principles on which a theory is based.  

This understanding of syntactic simplicity also fits with Sober’s [2002].  I’ll discuss this issue in more 

detail in §1.4. 
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somehow account for facts like 1-4.  Supposing each of these theories to be adequate, it 

seems that, ceteris paribus, the most viable of them is the one that accounts for these 

facts while accepting the fewest number of them as primitive.  Analysis, it seems, is a 

way (if not the primary way) for a theory to limit the number of primitives it must accept.  

Reduction is one method of analysis: to reduce a fact within a theory is to analyze or 

explain the sentence(s) accounting for that fact in the theory in terms of other sentences 

already included in the theory. 

 But, as I indicated earlier, there seem to be ways of analyzing a fact other than 

reducing it.  Indeed, the method of paraphrase, which I made use of in my discussion of 

reduction, seems to be another way of analyzing a fact.  Quine explicitly holds that 

paraphrase should not be taken to be synonymy: 

Synonymy, for sentences, generally, is not a notion that we can readily 

make adequate sense of […]; and even if it were, it would be out of place 

in these cases [of paraphrase].  If we paraphrase a sentence to resolve 

ambiguity, what we seek is not a synonymous sentence, but one that is 

more informative by dint of resisting some alternative interpretations.  

Typically, indeed, the paraphrasing of a sentence S of ordinary language 

into logical symbols will issue in substantial divergences.  Often the result 

S will be less ambiguous that S, often it will have truth values under 

circumstances under which S has none […] [1960: 159-60] 

Even if one rejects Quine’s general attitude toward the notion of synonymy, it seems that 

his reasons for maintaining that paraphrase should not be taken to be synonymy are good 

ones.  What exactly paraphrase is, though – and, in particular, what the conditions are for 

a sentence to count as a paraphrase of another sentence – remains an open question.  In 

general, one might characterize paraphrase as the replacement of one sentence in a theory 
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with another that serves the theorist’s purposes just as well as the replaced sentence.
16

  

Quine elaborates on “serving the theorist’s (or speaker’s) purposes”: 

[T]he speaker is the one to judge whether the substitution of [sentence] S 

for [sentence] S in the present context will forward his present or evolving 

program of activity to his satisfaction. [1960: 160] 

While this might suffice as a general characterization of how suitable paraphrases are 

selected, it seems that there may be cases in which there are reasons to think that the 

paraphrase offered by a theorist for some specific sentence is not in fact suitable to that 

theorist’s purposes.  To put it another way, a theorist can’t offer just any random sentence 

as a paraphrase of another sentence.  This obviously requires further discussion, which I 

shall postpone until §1.4.2; for now, I shall work with the notion of paraphrase outlined 

above. 

One thing seems clear, though: the goal of paraphrase, as Quine conceives of it 

and as I have so far characterized it, is to simplify a theory.  An example of this is hinted 

at in the passage above: Quine [1960: 158-9] discusses the replacement of ordinary 

language sentences by sentences in a canonical logical form as a way of, among other 

things, resolving ambiguities that occur in the original ordinary language sentences in 

order to simplify the inference rules utilized by a theory.
17

  Indeed, this is the sort of 

simplification that was effected by the replacement of T with T* above.  I shall, 

following Quine [1960: 157], hereafter call this sort of paraphrase regimentation. 

 Regimentation is not the only sort of paraphrase.  In general, replacing an 

ordinary language sentence with another sentence that is not in canonical logical form is a 

                                                 
16

 Regarding a particular kind of paraphrase (namely, regimentation, which shall be discussed just 

ahead) Quine [1960: 182] says: “A paraphrase into a canonical notation is good insofar as it tends to meet 

the needs for which the original might be wanted.” 
17

 The idea is that if one replaces ordinary language sentences with logically perspicuous paraphrases, 

then one has replaced sentences having potentially ambiguous entailments with sentences having 

perspicuous entailments (according to, say, first-order logic). 
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way of paraphrasing without regimenting.  To take a specific example from the debate 

over the problem of universals, Devitt [1980: 94-6] acknowledges that ostrich nominalists 

often endorse sentences like the following: 

(9) a and b have the same property, F-ness 

However, he goes on to claim that, despite the fact that 9 seems to commit one who 

endorses it to there being a property, F-ness, that is had by both a and b, the ostrich 

nominalist is not so committed.  The reason for this is that rather than including 9 in her 

theory, the ostrich nominalist replaces it with the following paraphrase:
18

 

 (9*) a and b are both F 

9*, unlike 9, can then be reduced
19

 to the conjunction of the following two sentences 

(which the ostrich also includes in her theory
20

): 

 (10) a is F 

 (11) b is F 

Devitt concludes that since 9*, 10, and 11 don’t appear to commit one who endorses 

them to the property of F-ness, the ostrich nominalist’s theory does not incur such a 

commitment.
21

  Thus, if Devitt is correct, then the paraphrase of 9 by 9* serves to 

                                                 
18

 Ultimately, it is a regimentation of 9* in the language of first-order logic that is included in the 

ostrich’s theory (and not 9* itself).  I discuss this point in more detail throughout the remainder of this 

section and the next section. 
19

 In the manner of 6-8 above. 
20

 Again, regimentations of 10 and 11 in the language of first-order logic are included in the ostrich’s 

theory (and not 10 and 11 themselves).  See footnote 18 above. 
21

 Grant for the sake of argument that 10 and 11 do not commit one who endorses them to there being 

such a property: my focus here is solely on Devitt’s discussion as an example of a way in which paraphrase 

might be used to simplify a theory. 
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simplify the ostrich nominalist’s theory insofar as it prevents it from having to posit the 

property F-ness.
22

 

 The use of this sort of paraphrase is not unique to the ostrich nominalist.  For 

example, the realist can endorse 9 and/or 9* while paraphrasing them in her theory as 

something like the following:
23

 

 (9) a and b both instantiate F-ness 

9 can then be reduced to the conjunction of the following two sentences (which the 

realist also includes in her theory):
24

 

 (10) a instantiates F-ness 

 (11) b instantiates F-ness 

Thus, the realist accounts for 9 in terms of 9 (and ultimately reduces it to 10 and 11), 

just as the ostrich nominalist accounts for 9 in terms of 9* (and ultimately reduces it to 10 

and 11). 

What emerges from this discussion of paraphrase is a distinction between what 

might be called pre-theoretical endorsement and what might be called official 

endorsement.  The proponent of a theory may pre-theoretically endorse (i.e. assent to the 

truth of) a sentence without officially endorsing it – that is, without including that 

sentence in her theory.  For example, the ostrich’s endorsement of 9 is a pre-theoretical 

endorsement – 9* is what the ostrich officially endorses from a theoretical standpoint.
25

  

                                                 
22

 I take it for granted here that, ceteris paribus, a theory that doesn’t posit F-ness is simpler than a 

theory that does posit F-ness.  This supposition will be discussed in detail in §1.3. 
23

 Strictly speaking, it is a regimentation of 9 that the realist includes in her theory.  See footnote 18 

above. 
24

 Strictly speaking, the realist includes regimentations of 10 and 11 in her theory.  See footnote 18 

above. 
25

 Again, this is not quite correct: the ostrich officially endorses a regimented version of 9* (see 

footnote 18 above).  In light of the current discussion, the distinction between pre-theoretical and official 
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This distinction between pre-theoretical and official endorsement sheds light on the 

nature of the disagreement between proponents of purportedly adequate, yet distinct, 

theories.  All of the theories being considered in this dissertation may be characterized as 

being in pre-theoretical agreement regarding the complete ordinary description of the 

world – that is, they may be characterized as pre-theoretically endorsing a common set of 

ordinary language sentences that constitute a complete description of the world.  What 

distinguishes each of these theories from the others is the fact that each theory officially 

endorses sentences
26

 that belong to distinct sets in order to account for the facts expressed 

by the ordinary description.  The manner in which a given theory paraphrases the 

sentences of the common ordinary language description is typically what distinguishes it 

from the other theories: distinct paraphrases may have distinct theoretical consequences
27

 

and thus yield distinct theories.  For example, if ‘P’, ‘Q’, and ‘R’ are sentences of the 

common ordinary description, theory T1 may offer paraphrases of these sentences such 

that its paraphrase of ‘R’ is reducible to its paraphrases of ‘P’ and ‘Q’, whereas theory T2 

may offer paraphrases that allow for no such reduction.  Thus, T1 and T2 are distinct 

theories (and, ceteris paribus, T1 is the simpler of the two).  Of course, in order for the 

entailments of the paraphrases that constitute a theory to be logically perspicuous, the 

paraphrases themselves should be in a canonical logical form for which the inference 

rules are well-defined.  Thus, each theory may be thought of as a particular regimentation 

of a common ordinary description. 

                                                                                                                                                 
endorsement is most easily drawn if one simply assumes for the sake of argument that 9* is the sentence 

officially included in the ostrich’s theory. 
26

 Here I am speaking of sentence types, not tokens.  Furthermore, ‘distinct set of sentences’ should not 

be read as ‘wholly distinct set of sentences’, for two distinct theories may officially endorse the same 

sentence. 
27

 Here I have in mind not only the reducibility of a certain sentence within a theory, but also 

consequences concerning the ontological and, perhaps, “alethic” commitments of a theory.  I discuss these 

latter sorts of consequences in §1.3 and §1.4. 
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 Viewing each theory in this way might lead one to think that the differences 

among distinct theories issue from differences in how they regiment the common 

ordinary language description.  That is, given that two theories’ respective regimentations 

reflect the differences in the ways they each initially paraphrase the common ordinary 

language description (i.e. into other sentences of ordinary language), one might ignore 

the initial “ordinary” paraphrases of the common description and focus solely on the 

differences in the two regimentations.  This is, perhaps, why Quine [1960: 158-60] seems 

to focus solely on regimentation when he discusses paraphrase.  However, I mention the 

distinction between regimentation and “ordinary” paraphrase in order to distinguish two 

kinds of disagreement that might develop between proponents of competing theories.  

The first concerns which ordinary paraphrase is to be adopted.  For example, the ostrich 

nominalist and the realist may be construed as disagreeing over whether 9 from above is 

to be paraphrased as 9* or 9.  It seems that this issue is to be settled by determining 

which paraphrase results in (or is a constituent of) the more viable theory.  And, of 

course, this requires a comparison of the respective theoretical consequences of the two 

paraphrases, which in turn requires the regimentation of each of the ordinary language 

paraphrases.  This leads to the second kind of disagreement, which concerns the 

theoretical consequences of a given regimentation (and which may, consequently, affect 

how one regiments a particular sentence of ordinary language).  For example, there may 

be disagreement over whether the entailments of a given regimentation are determined 

according to the rules of first- or second-order logic.
28

  I shall discuss this sort of 

                                                 
28

 To see how such a disagreement might affect the manner in which one regiments a particular 

sentence of ordinary language, take the sentence ‘a instantiates F-ness’.  A realist could conceivably 

officially endorse either of two regimentations of this sentence, depending on whether its entailments are 

determined by the inference rules of first- or second-order logic.  If the entailments are determined by first-

order logic, then the realist will accept something like ‘Instantiates(a, F-ness)’ as the proper regimentation.  

If, however, the entailments are determined by second-order logic, the realist will accept something like 

‘F(a)’ as the proper regimentation. 
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disagreement in more detail in §1.3.  For now, it is worth pointing out that, in general, it 

seems that disagreements of the second sort must be settled before disagreements of the 

first sort can be settled. 

 Having pointed to the distinction between these two kinds of disagreement (and to 

the distinction between regimentation and “ordinary” paraphrase from which they issue), 

I shall in what follows typically treat disagreements over which ordinary paraphrase to 

accept as disagreements over which regimentation to accept.
29

  My sole concern in doing 

this is ease of exposition, and my justification is simply the one given in the previous 

paragraph: the differences between two theories’ respective “ordinary” paraphrases of a 

common ordinary description will be reflected in their respective regimentations.
30

 

 Consider again Lewis’ distinction between accepting a fact as primitive and 

analyzing it.  Given that regimentation is assumed to be a method of analysis, and given 

that I’ll be considering only theories in regimented form,
31

 it seems impossible, strictly 

speaking, for any of the theories I’ll be considering to accept a fact as primitive.  

However, I’ll treat a theory as accepting a fact (from the common ordinary description) 

as primitive if it takes the regimentation of the ordinary language sentence that expresses 

that fact to be unanalyzable.  In other words, if ‘a is F’ is a sentence of the ordinary 

description, and if a theory officially endorses ‘F(a)’ as the regimentation of that 

sentence, then the fact expressed by ‘a is F’ is accepted as primitive just in case that 

                                                 
29

 For example, rather than characterizing the disagreement between the ostrich nominalist and the 

realist over 9 as being a disagreement over whether 9* or 9 is the proper paraphrase (and then offering 

regimentations of the latter two claims in order to settle the disagreement), I shall treat it as a disagreement 

over which of the two following regimentations should be officially endorsed: 

 (9**) F(a) & F(b) 

 (9) Instantiates(a, F-ness) & Instantiates(b, F-ness) 
30

 This is assuming, of course, that any disagreements over the method of regimentation have been 

settled.  Again, I discuss and attempt to settle such disagreements in the next section. 
31

 Here I speak loosely of a theory in its regimented form.  Strictly speaking, of course, if theory T 

contains only sentence ‘P’ and theory T* contains only sentence ‘P*’, which is a regimentation of ‘P’, then 

T and T* are distinct theories.  According to my loose way of speaking, however, T* is a regimented form 

of T. 
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theory treats ‘F(a)’ as unanalyzable.  This allows for several ways that theories can agree 

on the ordinary language facts, purport to be adequate, and nevertheless disagree: 

(a) Two theories can disagree about whether or not a sentence of the 

ordinary description is to be paraphrased (i.e. analyzed) by a 

distinct ordinary language sentence. 

(b) Two theories can disagree about how to regiment the same 

ordinary language sentence. 

(c) Two theories can disagree about whether a given regimented 

sentence is reducible to another regimented sentence or sentences. 

Being able to understand these points of disagreement, however, is merely the first step in 

determining which of these purportedly adequate theories is the most viable.  As I said in 

§1.1, the fundamental differences between the theories adopted in order to solve the 

problem of universals are ontological differences – that is, differences concerning what 

each of these theories says there is.  It seems, then, that there is some relationship 

between the disagreements just discussed and the ontological differences exhibited by the 

various theories at issue.  The tasks at hand, then, appear to be threefold: (i) we need to 

understand what this relationship is, and, in particular, how disagreements over 

regimentation and reduction give rise to ontological disagreements; (ii) we need to 

determine how ontological differences between theories factor into the assessment of 

their comparative viability (particularly with regard to the Principle of Simplicity and the 

Principle of Explanatory Power); and (iii) we need to determine what other factors, if 

any, affect the assessment of the relative viability of two theories. 

 

1.3 Ontological Commitment and Ontological Parsimony 

I mentioned in the previous section that I take it as a datum that, ceteris paribus, the 

simpler of two adequate theories is the more viable one (i.e. the Principle of Simplicity).  
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There is at least one specific sort of simplicity that seems to be directly relevant to a 

comparison of theoretical viability – namely, the simplicity of a theory’s ontological 

commitments.  Call this ontological parsimony.  Baker [2003: 247] distinguishes this sort 

of simplicity (which he calls simply parsimony) from the other sort of simplicity that I 

introduced in the previous section, elegance.  The relationship between these two sorts of 

theoretical simplicity is far from clear, and I shall postpone a detailed discussion of it 

until §1.4.  I want to focus in this section on the virtue of ontological parsimony. 

I mentioned in §1.1 that some of the parties to the debate over the problem of 

universals point to ontological parsimony as the primary concern in settling the debate, 

whereas others don’t.  This is not to say that some parties to the debate don’t consider 

ontological parsimony relevant at all, but only that they don’t consider it to be of 

paramount importance.  That it should be of some importance to the debate seems 

apparent from the fact that the fundamental differences between the theories offered as 

solutions to the problem of universals are ontological differences.  And, since the debate 

is focused on determining which of these theories is the most viable, it seems that there is 

reason to adopt the following principle in attempting to settle it: 

Principle of Ontological Parsimony: Ceteris paribus, the more 

ontologically parsimonious of two theories is the more viable one. 

 

 

1.3.1 The Criterion of Ontological Commitment 

Now, in order to compare the ontological parsimony of two theories, one needs a 

standard way of determining the respective ontological commitments of each theory – 

that is, one needs a standard criterion of ontological commitment.  Such a criterion 

should, it seems, allow one to determine the differences between two theories’ respective 

ontological commitments (i.e. it should afford one a way of characterizing disagreements 
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over what there is), and it should allow one to assess the relative parsimony of these 

commitments.  In other words, if two theories disagree about what there is, an adequate
32

 

criterion of ontological commitment should not only entail that they disagree, but it 

should also allow one to characterize the disagreement in a way that allows for a 

comparison of the relative parsimony of the theories’ respective ontological 

commitments. 

In §1.1, I gave a general characterization of the ontological differences between 

realist theories, extreme nominalist theories, trope nominalist theories, and universalist 

theories.  These differences are of the exact sort that should be entailed and characterized 

by an adequate criterion of ontological commitment.  But, theoretical differences of this 

sort are not limited to the debate about the problem of universals.  For example, a 

materialist theory (on one construal) is one according to which there are only material 

things; an idealist theory (on one construal) is one according to which there are only non-

material things; and a dualist theory (on one construal) is one according to which there 

are both material and non-material things.  These are no less ontological differences than 

is the difference between a realist theory (i.e. one according to which there are universals 

and particulars) and an extreme nominalist theory (i.e. one according to which there are 

only particulars).  Even two theories belonging to the aforementioned “materialist” 

category can disagree over ontology.  For example, suppose that there are quarks 

according to one materialist theory but not the other.  This is just as much a disagreement 

about what there is – and thus a disagreement over ontology – as the realist’s and 

nominalist’s disagreement over whether there are universals is.  The point is that all of 

these are examples of the sort of theoretical difference that must be characterized by an 

adequate criterion of ontological commitment. 

                                                 
32

 This is a non-technical use of ‘adequate’. 
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The foregoing seems to indicate that an adequate criterion of ontological 

commitment should characterize what is meant by the locution ‘according to’ in each of 

the examples just given.
33

  The most straightforward way of determining what exists 

according to a theory is by looking at what it says exists.  I take it to be uncontroversial 

that if a theory “officially” (to borrow a notion from the previous section) says that there 

are, for example, universals, then there are universals according to that theory – in other 

words, in saying that there are universals, a theory incurs an ontological commitment to 

universals.  This seems to be a general point on which all parties to ontological disputes 

of all sorts can agree: if a theory “officially” says that there is such-and-such, then it 

incurs an ontological commitment to such-and-such.  And, given that I’m treating 

theories as sets of (regimented) sentences, for a theory to “officially say” that there is 

such-and-such just is for it to contain a sentence that, according to its proper 

interpretation, explicitly says that there is such-and-such. 

It seems, then, that an adequate criterion of ontological commitment should 

require that disagreeing theories be regimented in a language that makes it clear 

regarding any given sentence of either theory whether it says that there is such-and-such 

– in other words, it should demand that they be regimented in what Quine [1953: 130] 

calls “an explicitly quantificational form of language”.  The language of quantified logic 

is such a language.  Adopting this as the (general) language of regimentation allows for 

the acceptance of the following basic criterion of ontological commitment: 

Basic Criterion of Ontological Commitment: A theory is ontologically 

committed to at least one Φ if it contains the sentence ‘x Φ(x)’.
34

 

                                                 
33

 Quine [1951b: 203-4] himself says something very similar to this: “When I inquire into the 

ontological commitments of a given doctrine or body of theory, I am merely asking what, according to that 

theory, there is.” 
34

 Ignore for now the issue of whether the quantifiers should be first-order only or whether higher-

order quantifiers are to be admitted.  I shall take this up just ahead. 
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The Basic Criterion is simply a way of restating what I earlier claimed to be 

uncontroversial: if a theory “officially” says that there is such-and-such, then it incurs an 

ontological commitment to such-and-such.  One can think about this claim in terms of 

what must exist in order for the existential sentences contained in a theory to be true.  If 

my theory consists of only the (regimented) existential sentence ‘x Material object(x)’, 

under what conditions is my theory true?
35

  It seems that there is only one: when there is 

at least one material object.  This is what exists according to my theory; it is what my 

theory presupposes the existence of – and is thus ontologically committed to – regardless 

of whether it is true or false.  Viewing ontological commitment in this way allows one to 

assess the ontological commitments of a theory that may turn out to be false, which is 

surely something that we should be interested in – after all, it seems that even false 

theories are to be construed as incurring certain ontological commitments. 

 The Basic Criterion looks initially plausible, but it requires refinement.  For 

suppose that theory T consists of the following sentences: ‘F(a)’, ‘G(a)’, and ‘F(b)’.  

None of these are existential sentences, so the Basic Criterion doesn’t apply to them.  

Does this mean that T lacks ontological commitments altogether?  Surely not.  Indeed, 

according to the rules of first-order logic, the three sentences that constitute T entail at 

least four existential sentences: ‘x F(x)’, ‘x G(x)’, ‘x x=a’, and ‘x x=b’.
36

  So, even 

though T doesn’t contain these existential sentences, they are among its (first-order) 

logical entailments and are consequently true if T is true.  Surely, then, T is ontologically 

committed to whatever must exist for these existential sentences to be true given that 

their truth is a direct consequence of the truth of T.  More generally, it seems that a theory 

incurs ontological commitments not only in virtue of the existential sentences it contains, 

                                                 
35

 For ease of exposition, I shall sometimes speak loosely in terms of the truth of a theory (rather than 

the truth of the sentences that constitute a theory). 
36

 A strict (or, perhaps better, extreme) Quinean will treat the last two of these sentences as ‘x A-

izes(x)’ and ‘x B-izes(x)’, respectively.  I shall ignore this issue for now (it will be revisited in §1.3.2). 
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but also in virtue of the existential sentences that are (first-order) entailed by the 

sentences it contains.  The adoption of the Basic Criterion should thus be accompanied by 

the stipulation that all theories are closed under first-order logical entailment (thus 

guaranteeing that any existential sentence (first-order) entailed by the sentences that 

constitute a theory is included in the theory).
37

  For ease of exposition, I shall hereafter 

assume that every theory being discussed is closed under first-order logical entailment.
38

   

 I am thus proposing – and I take it to be uncontroversial – that a theory is 

ontologically committed, at minimum, to whatever must exist in order that the existential 

sentences it contains be true.  Removing the qualification ‘at minimum’, this is, at base, 

the same criterion of ontological commitment as that endorsed by Quine, who offers a 

number of slightly different statements of his own criterion:
39

 

[A] theory is committed to those and only those entities to which the 

bound variables of the theory must be capable of referring in order that the 

affirmations in the theory be true. [1948: 13-4] 

The ontology to which an (interpreted) theory is committed comprises all 

and only the objects over which the bound variables of the theory have to 

                                                 
37

 Alternatively, one could reformulate the Basic Criterion as follows: 

Amended Basic Criterion of Ontological Commitment: A theory is ontologically 

committed to at least one Φ iff it contains or (first-order) logically entails the sentence 

‘x Φx’. 
38

 Based on this, one can see why I do not treat reduction as elimination.  For example, suppose a 

theory contains the sentences ‘Blue(a)’ and ‘Cube(a)’.  Since the theory is closed under first-order 

entailment, it also contains ‘Blue(a) & Cube(a)’.  One might think that this sentence is explicable in terms 

of the first two sentences, but an explanation of the sentence cannot result in its elimination from the theory 

because, again, the theory is closed under first-order entailment.  My claim is that reduction is what plays 

this explanatory role: it is the non-eliminative analysis (explanation) of a sentence in terms of another 

sentence (or sentences) already included in the theory. 
39

 I follow Cartwright [1954] in my selection of some of these formulations of Quine’s criterion.  His 

purpose in citing a number of them is to show that each involves a variant of the expression ‘must be’ 

(although, see my footnote 40 just below).  He takes this to indicate, contra Quine, that Quine’s criterion 

makes use of notions from the theory of meaning and is in this sense not fully extensional.  The 

implications of this observation are relevant to the fact that I ultimately understand the central notion of 

ontological commitment involved in Quine’s criterion – i.e. the notion of qualitative commitment – to be 

an intensional one rather than an extensional one.  See §1.3.2. 
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be construed as ranging in order that the statements affirmed in the theory 

be true. [1951a: 11] 

[E]ntities of a given sort are assumed by a theory if and only if some of 

them must be counted among the values of the variables in order that the 

statements affirmed in the theory be true. [1953: 103] 

[T]he objects we are to be understood to admit are precisely the objects 

which we reckon to the universe of values over which the bound variables 

of quantification are to be considered to range. [1960: 242]
40

 

Despite the slight differences in each of these statements, the idea is the same: in order to 

determine the ontological commitments of a theory, one simply needs to look at that 

theory’s existential sentences.  The values of the bound variables over which the 

quantifiers in these sentences range are the theory’s ontological commitments.
41

  If a 

canonical statement of Quine’s Criterion is desired, the following would seem to suffice: 

Quine’s Criterion of Ontological Commitment: A theory is 

ontologically committed to those (and only those) things that must exist as 

the values of the bound variables of first-order quantification occurring in 

sentences that constitute the theory in order that those sentences be true. 

It seems apparent that Quine’s Criterion and the Basic Criterion are essentially the same.  

The Basic Criterion entails that a theory containing, for example, ‘x Material object(x)’ 

is ontologically committed to at least one material object.  Quine’s Criterion entails that a 

theory containing ‘x Material object(x)’ is ontologically committed to whatever must 

exist as the value of ‘x’ in this sentence in order for it to be true.  And, as I pointed out 

earlier, the only thing that satisfies this description is a material object.  In general, it 

                                                 
40

 While this statement of the criterion does not contain a variant of the expression ‘must be’, the 

expressions ‘we reckon’ and ‘are to be considered’ seem to cause the same problems as ‘must be’.  See 

footnote 39 above. 
41

 Cartwright’s [1954: 318] worries about theories that are not regimented in an explicitly 

quantificational form of language obviously don’t apply to the theories with which I am concerned in this 

dissertation given my stipulation that all of them are so regimented. 
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seems that the Basic Criterion and Quine’s Criterion will yield the same results in 

determining any theory’s ontological commitments. 

 However, the Basic Criterion, as stated, does not limit the ontological 

commitments of a theory to the values of its bound variables of first-order quantification, 

whereas Quine’s Criterion does – this is why I set aside the qualification ‘at minimum’ in 

my initial comparison of the Basic Criterion and Quine’s Criterion.  Indeed, it seems to 

me that all parties to the debate over the problem of universals (and, for that matter, to 

any ontological debate) can and should accept the Basic Criterion as uncontroversial.  

What is controversial is whether the Basic Criterion is by itself an adequate criterion of 

ontological commitment.  Realists, in particular, think that the Basic Criterion needs to be 

supplemented in order to accurately determine a theory’s ontological commitments – this 

is why realists are almost universally hostile toward the adoption of Quine’s Criterion.  

They typically offer two related justifications for their position.  The first issues from 

concerns about meaning (and, in particular, the meaning(s) of predicates); the second 

issues from concerns about truth (and, in particular, “truthmaking”).  I consider them in 

turn. 

 In setting out the Basic Criterion, I’ve been operating under the following 

(Quinean) assumptions: the language of quantified first-order logic is the standard 

language of regimentation; theories need to be closed under first-order (rather than 

higher-order) logical entailment only; and (only) a theory’s bound variables of first-order 

quantification are indicative of its ontological commitments.  The realist’s first complaint 

against the adoption of Quine’s Criterion (or, viewed another way, in favor of 

supplementing the Basic Criterion) can be characterized as being aimed at showing these 

assumptions to be mistaken.  The complaint centers on the meaning(s) of basic (i.e. 

unanalyzable) predicates.  Philosophers like Russell [1912] and Bergmann [1952], for 

example, hold that the meaningful use of any basic predicate in a sentence commits one 
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who endorses that sentence to the meaning of that predicate – otherwise, the predicate 

couldn’t be meaningful.  Consider the sentence ‘F(a)’ (where ‘F’ is a basic predicate).  

According to first-order logic, this sentence entails ‘x F(x)’, which, by Quine’s 

Criterion, ontologically commits any theory including this sentence to at least one thing 

that is F (namely, a).  But, philosophers like Russell and Bergmann hold that this 

sentence also entails the existence of something that is the meaning of ‘F’.  In other 

words, basic predicates, just like names such as ‘a’, are to be treated as referring 

expressions.
42

  Construing this in terms of a theory logically entailing an existential claim 

(which would be consistent with what motivates the Basic Criterion) seems to require 

adopting the principles of second-order logic: ‘F(a)’ logically entails both ‘x F(x)’ and 

‘Φ Φ(a)’.  So, realists like Russell and Bergmann might be characterized as holding that 

the accurate assessment of a theory’s ontological commitments requires taking into 

account both the first- and second- (and perhaps higher-) order entailments of the 

sentences that constitute the theory, and determining the values of the theory’s bound 

variables of both the first- and second- (and perhaps higher-) order quantification. 

 The question, though, is why one should accept the claim that the meaningful use 

of a basic predicate entails the existence of something that is the meaning of that 

predicate.  Quine responds in the following way: 

[…T]he only way I know to counter [this sort of argument] is by refusing 

to admit meanings.  However, I feel no reluctance toward refusing to 

admit meanings, for I do not thereby deny that words and statements are 

meaningful.  [The realist] and I may agree to the letter in our classification 

of linguistic forms into the meaningful and the meaningless, even though 

[the realist] construes meaningfulness as the having (in some sense of 

‘having’) of some abstract entity which he calls a meaning, whereas I do 
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 For a strict Quinean, names are eliminable, so ‘a’ wouldn’t be considered a referring expression.  

However, the bound variables of first-order quantification are referring expressions for the strict Quinean, 

so the comparison can still be made in terms of these variables.  I shall discuss the issue of names in §1.3.2, 

where I discuss the role of individual constants in determining a theory’s ontological commitments. 
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not.  I remain free to maintain that the fact that a given linguistic utterance 

is meaningful (or significant, as I prefer to say so as not to invite 

hypostasis of meanings as entities) is an ultimate and irreducible matter of 

fact; or, I may undertake to analyze it in terms directly of what people do 

in the presence of the linguistic utterance in question and other utterances 

similar to it. [1948: 11] 

 

The point here is simple, I think: a word or expression may be meaningfully (or 

significantly) used without it thereby following that there is something – a meaning – that 

it has.  Quine [1951a] elaborates on this point by drawing a distinction between ontology 

and ideology.  A theory’s ontology is what it says or entails exists.  He characterizes a 

theory’s ideology, on the other hand, in terms of what can be expressed within that 

theory.  This is obviously somewhat vague (Quine admits as much).  The point seems to 

be that ideology is concerned with what a theory’s symbols mean, and this doesn’t 

necessarily have anything to do with what that theory says exists.
43

  Put simply, a theory 

may contain meaningful predicates (or other symbols or formulae) that allow for an 

increase in its overall expressibility but do not explicitly state or, by their mere use, 

presuppose that something exists. 

 Furthermore, requiring that second-order quantification and entailment be 

factored into the assessment of ontological commitment would seem to rule out as 

logically inconsistent – or perhaps even incoherent – theories such as ostrich nominalism.  

The ostrich nominalist endorses sentences like ‘F(a)’, but she holds that the only things 

that exist are things like a – what she explicitly wants to reject is the existence of things 

like F.  However, requiring that second-order quantification and entailment be factored 

into the assessment of ontological commitment makes the endorsement of ‘F(a)’ logically 

                                                 
43

 However, it might.  Quine connects ontology with the theory of reference and ideology with the 

theory of meaning.  He notes that a theory’s ontology may be implicit in its ideology: after all, if the 

meaning of some of a theory’s symbols (e.g. unanalyzed constants/proper names) is determined by their 

respective referents, this should be expected. 
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inconsistent with the rejection of ‘Φ Φ(a)’.  In other words, this requirement makes the 

mere statement of the ostrich’s thesis (i.e. that the meanings of predicates are not to be 

reified) logically inconsistent.  I see no reason why the ostrich – or anyone else who 

would reject the existence of entities like universals – should be compelled to accept this 

requirement.  While there may be good reasons to think that the endorsement of a 

sentence like ‘F(a)’ should lead one to posit the existence of something like F (and thus 

to reject ostrich nominalism), it doesn’t seem that the endorsement of ‘F(a)’ in itself is 

inconsistent with the denial that there are things like F.  In other words, it doesn’t seem 

that a criterion of ontological commitment should by itself rule out ostrich nominalism as 

an inconsistent or incoherent position.  This reveals one of the primary virtues of 

regimenting theories in the language of first-order logic and appealing to first-order 

entailment only: the language of first-order logic and principles of first-order entailment 

allow for the coherent and logically consistent regimentation of all of the theories offered 

as solutions to the problem of universals, whereas the language of second- (or even 

higher-) or logic and the corresponding principles of entailment rule out as logically 

inconsistent and/or incoherent at least one of these theories. 

 The second complaint often made regarding Quine’s Criterion issues from 

something like the following intuition: for a sentence about the world to be true, it must 

somehow be grounded in or made true by what exists and how things stand in the 

extralinguistic world.
44

  One might think of this as a general way of ascribing ontological 

commitments to a theory: 

                                                 
44

 I am not concerned here with distinguishing between those who accept something like what 

Armstrong [2004b: 5] calls “Truthmaker Maximalism” and those who accept a more restricted truthmaker 

principle (e.g. “Truth Supervenes On Being” [Merricks 2007: 68-97]). 
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Truthmaker Criterion of Ontological Commitment: A theory is 

committed to the existence of whatever things must exist in order to 

ground the truth of (make true) the sentences that constitute that theory.
45

 

 

The Truthmaker Criterion, as it stands, is inconsistent with neither the Basic Criterion nor 

Quine’s Criterion.  After all, if it turns out that the values of a theory’s bound variables of 

first-order quantification are the only things that must exist in order to ground the truth of 

the sentences that constitute that theory, then the Truthmaker Criterion and Quine’s 

Criterion amount to the same thing.  However, most philosophers who adopt this criterion 

hold that the values of a theory’s bound variables of first-order quantification are not 

sufficient to ground the truth of the sentences that constitute that theory.  To see this, 

consider theory T, which contains (only) the following sentence and its first-order 

entailments: ‘F(a)’.  Many proponents of the Truthmaker Criterion seem to understand 

Quine’s Criterion as dictating that T is committed to the existence of a only.  But, they 

argue, the existence of a alone is not sufficient to ground the truth of the sentences that 

constitute T.  The reason for this is that it is possible for a to exist and both ‘F(a)’ and ‘x 

F(x)’ to be false (assuming ‘F(a)’ is contingent).  Thus, the existence of something other 

than (or, at least, in addition to) a appears to be needed in order to ground the truth of 

‘F(a)’.  Furthermore, whatever else is needed to ground the truth of ‘F(a)’ is, according to 

the Truthmaker Criterion, to be counted among the ontological commitments of T.  Based 

on this line of reasoning, Quine’s Criterion is inconsistent with the Truthmaker Criterion 

and should consequently be rejected. 

 The main problem with the Truthmaker Criterion is that it doesn’t, as it stands, 

provide a straightforward way of determining precisely what the ontological 

                                                 
45

 This is, indeed, how many realists (e.g.: Russell [1918: 187ff.]; Armstrong [1997: 113-6; 2004b: 4-

7]; and Bigelow [1988: 121-7]), trope nominalists (e.g.: Mulligan, Simons, and Smith [1984] and Maurin 

[2002: 37-58]), and even some other, more extreme nominalists (e.g.: Rodriguez-Pereyra [2002: 14-30]) 

conceive of ontological commitment. 
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commitments of certain theories are.  Consider again the just-introduced theory T.  It is 

unclear what the ontological commitments of this theory are according to the Truthmaker 

Criterion.  Realists will argue that the theory is committed to universals, particulars, and, 

perhaps, states of affairs because these are what are needed in order to ground the truth of 

‘F(a)’; trope theorists (of a certain sort) will argue that the theory is committed to tropes 

bundled in various ways because these are all that is needed in order to ground the truth 

of ‘F(a)’.  How is this disagreement to be settled?  The proponent of theory T doesn’t 

officially endorse (to borrow terminology from §1.2.1) any sentences that explicitly state 

that universals or tropes exist – indeed, the only
46

 existential sentences that she officially 

endorses are ‘x F(x)’ and, it seems, ‘x x=a’.
47

  On what grounds, then, is she supposed 

to be committed to either universals (and, perhaps, states of affairs) or tropes, and, 

furthermore, what reason can be given that she is committed to one instead of the other?  

Perhaps the realist might appeal to second-order logical entailment to justify the claim 

that theory T is committed to universals, but such an appeal faces the aforementioned 

problem of ruling out ostrich nominalism as logically inconsistent (as well as providing 

no justification for an additional commitment to states of affairs). 

In the literature, parties to this sort of disagreement often attempt to settle it by 

appealing to the comparative ontological parsimony and/or explanatory power of their 

theories: the trope theorist, for example, points to the greater ontological parsimony of 

her theory in arguing that tropes are all that are needed in order to make true monadic 

predications, whereas the realist typically points to certain features of trope theory that 

render it either inadequate or less explanatorily powerful that the realist’s theory.  This 

seems to provide reason for thinking that the Truthmaker Criterion isn’t a serviceable 

criterion of ontological commitment.  If the issue regarding which entities suffice as 
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 Here, I’m ignoring “molecular” existential sentences like ‘x [F(x) & x=a]’. 
47

 Again, I will take up the issue of names in §1.3.2. 
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truthmakers is to be settled by an appeal to ontological parsimony, then it presupposes a 

common, independent criterion of ontological commitment: the relative ontological 

parsimony of two theories cannot be assessed until the respective commitments of each 

theory are determined.  Likewise, if the issue regarding which entities suffice as 

truthmakers is to be settled by a comparison of the explanatory power or adequacy of 

distinct theories (each of which posits different entities serving as truthmakers), it is not 

an issue concerning which entities a theory is in fact committed to (which would make it 

an issue concerning a theory’s ontological commitments).  All theories of what there is 

have ontological commitments.
48

  Some of these theories are inadequate, some are 

adequate, and some are more explanatorily powerful than others.  That a theory is 

inadequate or less explanatorily powerful than another doesn’t determine what its 

ontological commitments are: its ontological commitments (partially) determine whether 

or not it is inadequate or less explanatorily powerful than another theory.  The 

disagreements among those who accept the demand for truthmakers are over which 

entities best fill the role of truthmakers – the proponent of one theory holds that the 

entities posited by her theory are best suited for the job, while the proponent of a different 

theory thinks that those posited by her theory are preferable.  This is not a dispute over 

ontological commitment: it is a dispute over which ontological commitments are incurred 

by the better theory.  What this shows is that the Truthmaker Criterion is, at best, the sort 

of principle that might be reformulated so that it is a requirement for theoretical adequacy 

or comparative explanatory power.  It is not, however, the sort of principle that can be 

used to determine what the ontological commitments of any given theory are. 

Still, if the demand for truthmakers is to be factored into the assessment of either 

theoretical adequacy or comparative explanatory power, those parties to the debate over 

the problem of universals who attempt to answer this demand (e.g. realists, trope 
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 Or, at least, all the theories with which I am concerned here do. 
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theorists, extreme resemblance nominalists) would appear to have an advantage over 

those parties who don’t (e.g. ostrich nominalists).  However, for the sake of argument, I 

shall throughout this dissertation ignore the demand for truthmakers as a feature of either 

theoretical adequacy or explanatory power so as to not beg any questions against those 

who reject such a demand (see, e.g., Devitt [1980] and Melia [2005]). 

In sum, the point remains that Quine’s Criterion, in contrast to the Truthmaker 

Criterion, provides a straightforward way of determining the ontological commitments of 

any given theory.  And, unlike criteria of ontological commitment that would take 

second- (and perhaps higher-) order entailments into account in the assessment of 

ontological commitment, Quine’s Criterion does not render theories such as ostrich 

nominalism logically inconsistent.  For these reasons, it seems that Quine’s Criterion is 

preferable to its competitors; more importantly, it meets the standards required for a 

general criterion of ontological commitment.  I shall thus adopt it as a general criterion of 

ontological commitment. 

 

1.3.2 Quantitative vs. Qualitative Parsimony 

To reiterate, according to Quine’s Criterion the ontological commitments of a theory 

closed under first-order logical entailment are those things that must exist as the values of 

the bound variables of first-order quantification occurring in sentences that constitute the 

theory in order that those sentences be true.  So, here’s a rough suggestion of how to 

characterize ontological parsimony in Quinean terms: if fewer things must exist as the 

values of one theory’s bound variables than must exist as the values of a second theory’s, 

then the first theory is, prima facie, more ontologically parsimonious than the second. 

 The obvious question, though, is: How does one determine how many things must 

exist as the values of a theory’s bound variables?  An initial, naïve suggestion might be to 

count all the existential sentences of the form ‘x x=’, where ‘’ is some individual 
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constant (i.e. logically proper name) – in other words, every unique individual constant 

employed within a theory’s existential sentences
49

 might be thought to generate an 

ontological commitment to an individual thing.  If this is the case, then the number of 

unique
50

 existential sentences of this sort contained in the theory might be thought to be 

the same as the number of individual things that must exist as the values of a theory’s 

bound variables (given that the theories being considered are closed under first-order 

entailment).  Call this method of determining a theory’s ontological commitments to 

specific things the naïve method. 

 There are several problems with the naïve method.  The first is that distinct 

individual constants in a theory may not stand for distinct things.  After all, it seems clear 

that one can endorse a theory that contains ‘x x=a’ and ‘x x=b’ without thereby 

incurring ontological commitments to two distinct things – the most obvious way to do so 

is to include ‘a=b’ in the theory.  So, the naïve method appears to need, at the very least, 

some sort of revision or qualification.  Perhaps the qualification that distinct individual 

constants in a theory stand for distinct things would solve the problem.  I don’t see any 

obvious reasons why this qualification would be objectionable, but, in the interest of 

avoiding any problems with it of which I am not immediately aware, I shall not adhere to 

it in this dissertation. 

 There are, however, other, potentially deeper problems for the naïve method.  For 

one thing, a theory might not even employ individual constants in its regimentation.  For 

example, consider a theory that contains only the sentence ‘x Blue(x)’.  If the naïve 
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 A better way of putting this is: every unique individual constant that is not within the scope of a 

negation might be thought to generate an ontological commitment to a specific thing.  This way of putting 

the point motivates my original statement of the naïve method (and, given closure under first-order 

entailment, they amount to the same thing), which I put in terms of (positive) existential sentences 

containing individual constants.  This is particularly worth mentioning given Quine’s worries about empty 

singular terms. 
50

 The qualification ‘unique’ is perhaps unnecessary given that most theories will presumably contain 

only one occurrence of each specific existential sentence of the sort being discussed. 
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method is endorsed, it would appear to be impossible to determine how many individual 

things this theory is ontologically committed to.  Of course, this may indicate that there is 

something fundamentally problematic about assuming that every theory is committed to a 

certain number of individual things, rather than that the naïve method is fundamentally 

flawed. 

Quine himself (see, e.g., [1948] and [1960]) rejects the use of individual constants 

in the regimented theories that he prefers.  Obviously, if individual constants are to be 

analyzed out of regimented theories, it seems that they can’t be of any use in determining 

how many individual things a given theory is committed to.  It is my contention, 

however, that Quine’s analysis of individual constants (or, at least, a natural extension of 

it) is problematic, and that his reasons for rejecting the use of individual constants are ill-

founded for the theories with which I’ll be dealing in this dissertation. 

Quine’s hostility toward individual constants issues primarily from the difficulty 

posed by empty singular terms.  In discussing the problem of Plato’s Beard, he 

characterizes the difficulty as follows: 

Thus, take Pegasus.  If Pegasus were not, McX [i.e. Quine’s imaginary 

interlocutor] argues, we should not be talking about anything when we use 

the word; therefore it would be nonsense to say even that Pegasus is not.  

Thinking to show thus that the denial of Pegasus cannot be coherently 

maintained, he concludes that Pegasus is. [1948: 2] 

 

The problem is this.  ‘Pegasus’ appears to be a singular term (i.e. a logically proper name, 

which is typically regimented as an individual constant).  A singular term is taken to be 

meaningful solely in virtue of the fact that it denotes (refers to) some object – that object 

is its meaning.  Quine wants to claim that (i) ‘Pegasus’ denotes nothing, since its referent 

– i.e. Pegasus, the mythical winged horse – does not exist, yet (ii) ‘Pegasus’ can be 

meaningfully used in sentences – specifically, in the sentence ‘Pegasus does not exist’.  

Quine’s imaginary interlocutor thinks that it follows from (ii) that ‘Pegasus’ denotes 
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something – that is, that Pegasus “exists” (in some sense of ‘exists’), and that (i) is 

consequently false.  Quine, however, repudiates this line of reasoning – after all, it seems 

absurd to claim that someone who endorses ‘Pegasus does not exist’ is thereby 

committed to the existence of Pegasus.  The puzzle, though, is how to account for the 

consistency of (i) and (ii). 

 Quine’s solution to this puzzle in “On What There Is” is to treat empty singular 

terms like ‘Pegasus’ as disguised Russellian definite descriptions.  So, a sentence like 

‘Pegasus exists’ is to be rendered as something like ‘x [P(x) & y (P(x)  x=y)]’ 

(instead of as ‘x x=Pegasus’), where ‘P’ stands for some description (i.e. a simple or 

complex predicate) that describes Pegasus uniquely.  Thus, empty singular terms like 

‘Pegasus’ can be used meaningfully in ordinary language sentences without the 

regimentation of these sentences generating an ontological commitment to some 

individual thing (i.e. the thing to which the term purportedly refers).  Particularly 

important for my immediate purposes is Quine’s suggestion that, if a unique description 

of the sort just mentioned is unavailable, ‘P’ can be replaced with the “attribute of being 

Pegasus, adopting, for its expression, the verb ‘is-Pegasus’, or ‘pegasizes’” [1948: 8].  

The reason that this is particularly important for my immediate purposes is that one might 

extend Quine’s view in such a way that all singular terms – not just the empty ones – are 

treated this way when regimenting a theory.  So, for example, the ordinary language 

proposition ‘a exists’ (for some singular term ‘a’), which would normally be regimented 

into the language of first-order logic as ‘x x=a’, might comes to be treated in Quinean 

fashion (see, e.g., Quine [1960: 176-90]) as a monadic predication of the form ‘x A(x)’, 

where ‘A’ is the predicate ‘a-izes’ or ‘is-a’.  Thus, all individual constants might be 

eliminated in this way from the canonical regimentation of one’s theory. 

 The problem, as I see it, with this treatment of individual constants is that it 

requires a theorist who employs such terms in her theory to be committed to certain 
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claims that many theorists might want to reject.  To see this, consider the following 

thought experiment.  Suppose each of two theorists wants to provide a theory for a world 

consisting only of two red cubes.  Now, suppose one theorist, in constructing her theory 

of this world, labels one of the cubes ‘a’ and the other one ‘b’.  Thus, she endorses an 

ordinary language description of the following sort: 

D1: There are two distinct things, a and b.  a is a red cube.  b is also a 

red cube. 

 

Suppose the sentences of D1 are regimented as follows: 

R1:  xy [x≠y & (x=a & y=b)]  Red(a) & Cube(a) 

Red(b) & Cube(b) 

Now, suppose a second theorist, in constructing her theory of this world, labels one of the 

cubes ‘c’ and the other one ‘d’.  She consequently endorses an ordinary language 

description that is slightly different from the one the first theorist endorses: 

D2: There are two distinct things, c and d.  c is a red cube.  d is also a 

red cube. 

 

Suppose further that the sentences of D2 are regimented as follows: 

R2: xy [x≠y & (x=c & y=d)]  Red(c) & Cube(d) 

Red(c) & Cube(d) 

Now, it seems to me that D1 and D2 are only trivially different.  Even if one is hesitant to 

accept this claim, I think everyone must grant that it is far from obvious whether the 

theorists who endorse these two descriptions (and their corresponding regimentations) are 

involved in a non-trivial disagreement about what there is.  Indeed, it seems perfectly 

intelligible for a proponent of D1 to maintain that her corresponding theory has the same 

ontological commitments as the theory endorsed by a proponent of D2 – after all, the only 
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real disagreement between the two theorists is whether to use the constants ‘a’ and ‘b’ or 

‘c’ and ‘d’ in describing the world in question (and constructing a theory for it).  This 

certainly seems, prima facie, to be a disagreement not about what there is, but merely 

about how to label it – and, even then, it seems strong to characterize it as a 

disagreement.  Given these considerations, it seems natural to hold that Quine’s criterion 

of ontological commitment shouldn’t require that the differences in D1 and D2 – and, 

crucially, the corresponding differences in R1 and R2 – entail differences in ontology.  

But, I submit that that if all individual constants are treated in the way suggested by 

Quine, then this is exactly what Quine’s criterion requires: R1 incurs commitments to (i) 

something that is-a and (ii) something that is-b, whereas R2 incurs distinct commitments 

to (iii) something that is-c and (iv) something that is-d. 

I have other, stronger reasons for wanting to resist this Quinean treatment of 

individual constants.  I’ll explain these reasons in detail as this section progresses, but it 

will be helpful to provide a brief “preview” of them here.  At base, my view is that, 

according to a proper understanding of Quine’s criterion of ontological commitment, the 

insistence that individual constants be eliminated from a theory’s canonical regimentation 

in favor of unanalyzable monadic predicates amounts to the view that the employment of 

a unique individual constant in a theory yields an ontological commitment by that theory 

to at least one thing of a unique kind.  In more familiar terms, this might be taken to be a 

version of the view that each individual thing has an individual essence (a haecceity, or 

“thisness”, to use a term having roots in scholasticism, and found more recently in 

philosophers like Plantinga [1974: 70])
51

 that makes it the unique thing that it is.  While 

there may be reasons in favor of adopting such a view, it does not seem to be a view that 

must be presupposed by one who employs an individual constant in her theory.  Using 

                                                 
51

 I’m not here claiming that the Quinean treatment of individual constants amounts to the reification 

of individual essences – only that it amounts to the treatment of each individual thing as being of a unique 

kind (this is the force of the locution ‘a version of’ in the sentence to which this one is a footnote). 
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the example from earlier, R1 need not be construed as incurring ontological commitments 

to things that are essentially different from the things to which R2 incurs ontological 

commitments.  That this is the case can be readily seen from the apparent intelligibility 

and consistency with which the proponents of R1 and R2 might claim to be in agreement 

about what there is. 

Indeed, rather than signifying a theorist’s intent to introduce a thing of a new, 

unique kind, it seems that the employment of an individual constant in a theory is often 

used for the much more mundane task of making the information expressed by the 

sentences of the theory more easily digestible.  For example, consider the following 

ordinary description of a world: 

D3: There are five distinct things: three red and two blue.  One of the red 

things is a cube, and it stands in relation R to one of the other red things, 

which is a cone.  Each of the two aforementioned red things stand in 

relation S to the third red thing, which is also a cone.  One of the two blue 

things, which is a sphere, stands in relation R to each of the 

aforementioned first and third red things.  The other blue thing, which is 

also a sphere, stands in relation S to the other blue thing and the second 

red thing mentioned above. 

The world described is relatively simple, but the description of it is obviously 

cumbersome, if not outright confusing.  Compare D3 with a different description of the 

world, which employs individual constants (call this description D4): 

D4: There are five distinct things: three red (a, b, and c) and two blue (d 

and e).  a is a cube, b is a cone, and a stands in relation R to b.  c is a cone, 

and a and b each stand in relation S to c.  d is a sphere, and it stands in R 

to each of a and c.  e is a sphere, and it stands in S to each of d and b. 

D4 is clearly less cumbersome and more easily digestible than D3.  It is also clear that the 

regimentation of D4 (call it R4) will be far less cumbersome than the regimentation of D3 
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(call it R3).
52

  Furthermore, it seems that one who endorses D4 can intelligibly and 

consistently deny that R4 incurs ontological commitments that are different from those 

incurred by R3.  In other words, it seems that the use of individual constants in R4 need 

not generate ontological commitments that are different from those generated in R3 

through its use of existential quantifiers, variables, predicates (including, specifically, 

identity and/or distinctness), and sentential connectives. 

 Thus, the ontological presuppositions that a “full-fledged” Quinean would seem 

to want to attribute to the use of an individual constant (given both Quine’s treatment of 

such terms as unanalyzable predicates and his criterion of ontological commitment) do 

not reflect what is presupposed by many theorists who use such terms in the 

regimentation of a theory.  But, this raises an obvious question: what are the common 

ontological presuppositions that are carried by the use of one or more individual 

constants in a theory?  We might be inclined to say that, at minimum, the use of an 

individual constant presupposes the existence of something.  However, given Quine’s 

concerns about empty singular terms, such as ‘Pegasus’, it seems that even this 

suggestion must be taken off the table – that is, unless we have reason to think that this 

worry can be avoided.  As it happens, I do think that this worry is avoidable for the 

theories with which I’ll be dealing in this dissertation.  Each of these theories is meant to 

be adequate to the facts about how the world is.  Presumably, then, none of the theories at 

issue will include a sentence involving a singular term that the proponent of the theory in 

question takes to be empty.  Perhaps one might deny this if one thinks that facts about 

how the world is not are to be counted among the facts about how the world is.  For 

example, if one thinks that the fact that Pegasus does not exist is among the facts about 

how the world is, one might conclude that this fact must be accounted for by an adequate 
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 I am, of course, assuming that the two regimentations treat predication in the same way.  I haven’t 

included the two regimentations here because doing so seems a bit excessive, particularly given the 

cumbersomeness of R3. 
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theory of the world (and thus that a theorist might in accounting for this fact include in 

her theory a singular term that she believes to be empty).  My position, as I’ve already 

indicated, is that such facts do not need to be explicitly accounted for by adequate 

theories.  However, even if one disagrees with me on this particular point, Quinean 

worries about empty singular terms can still be avoided.  It seems that one could stipulate 

that the only uses of singular terms to which the presupposition of the existence of 

something must be attributed are those in which a singular term falls outside the scope of 

a negation.  After all, these are the only uses of singular terms that entail “positive” 

existential sentences, and, just as it seems that the inclusion of ‘¬x Unicorn(x)’ in a 

theory should not require that theory to commit to the existence of unicorns, it seems that 

the inclusion of ‘¬x Pegasus=x’ in a theory should not require that theory to commit to 

the existence of Pegasus.
53

 

If the foregoing is sound, then it seems that we are in a position to say that, at the 

very least, there is no objection to the use of an individual constant in the theories with 

which I’ll be dealing here, and that the use of an individual constant in a theory 

presupposes the existence of something by that theory.  More than this, it seems that the 

use of an individual constant in a theory presupposes the existence of something that is to 

be counted among the individuals to which that theory is committed.  Recall that I began 

this section by suggesting that the individual constants involved in the articulation of a 

theory determine the number of individual things to which it is ontologically committed.  

While this suggestion has proven to be a bit too strong, it does seem clear that the 

individual constants involved in a theory are at least relevant to the number of individual 
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 Once again, there are potential exceptions to this stipulation.  For example, if a theorist thinks that it 

is a fact that Pegasus is a winged horse, but that it is also a fact that Pegasus does not exist.  Such a position 

will, it seems, require an account of fictional truth.  While these issues are interesting, it seems to me that to 

treat of them here would take me too far afield from my present concern, which is to provide a method for 

determining which of the competing solutions to the problem of universals is the most viable.  Thus, I shall 

ignore the issue of fictional truth as irrelevant to my present concerns. 
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things to which it is committed.  But, recall also that it may be the case that a theory 

doesn’t include individual constants at all.  Unless we are committed to the view that 

such theories cannot have commitments to individual things (and I shall provide reason 

just ahead to think that, pace Quine, one need not accept this view), it seems that the 

determination of how many individual things to which a theory is committed should not 

depend on the individual constants that are employed in it.  This appears to be in tension 

with the claim that the individual constants employed in a theory are somehow relevant to 

its commitments to individual things.  So, what gives? 

The discussion of the difference between D3 and D4 from above is, I think, 

instructive here.  One could eliminate the individual constants of D4 (or, more properly, 

the regimentation of it, R4) and simply adopt D3 (or, again, R3).  For example, what is of 

primary importance is not that a is a red cube (or that one of the red cubes is a), but that 

there is some individual that is both red and a cube.  To put it another way, given the 

purpose of the theory under consideration, ‘Red(a) & Cube(a)’ (in R4) really says nothing 

more than ‘x Red(x) & Cube(x)’ does (in R3).  Likewise, it isn’t the fact that a and b are 

among the distinct things posited by D4 (or, again, R4) that is of importance – it is that 

there are at least two distinct things in the theory’s ontology (one of which is a red cube, 

and the other of which is a red cone).  So, again, ‘a≠b’ really says nothing more in R4 

than ‘xy (x≠y & [Red(x) & Cube(x)] & [Red(y) & Cone(y)])’ does in R3. 

This last point is, I think, particularly important with regard to determining how 

many individual things a theory is committed to.  For it seems that a theory is committed, 

at minimum, to however many distinct things it says there are.  So, in virtue of including 

the last sentence of the previous paragraph, R3 would be ontologically committed to, at 

minimum, two distinct things because it says that there are two distinct things.  This 

indicates that a theory’s commitments to individual things is tied to its existential 

sentences involving distinctness claims.  For example, a theory that includes ‘xyz 
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[(x≠y & y≠z) & x≠z]’ is committed to the existence of at least three distinct things, 

because at least three distinct things must exist in order for this sentence to be true.  On 

the other hand, a theory that includes ‘xy x≠y’ and ‘xz x≠z’ need only be committed 

to the existence of two distinct things, for only two distinct things are needed in order for 

these two sentences to be true.  Ultimately, this indicates that the cardinality of the 

minimum model of a theory – that is, the minimum number of individual things that must 

exist in order of the theory’s sentences to be true – can be determined by looking to its 

existential sentences that involve distinctness claims.  A first-order theory without any 

existential sentences involving distinctness claims would seem to have a minimum model 

with a cardinality of one. 

 The foregoing provides reason for thinking that the cardinality of the minimum 

model for a theory just is the number of individual things to which it is committed.  After 

all, this appears to be the number of distinct things that must exist in order for all of its 

sentences to be true.  These considerations are tied up with the notion of quantitative 

parsimony, which I’ll discuss just ahead in this section.  For now, it is enough to note that 

all of these considerations seem to indicate that there is nothing problematic about a 

theory having commitments to individual things, as long as these commitments aren’t 

construed as being commitments to specific individual things.
54

  Furthermore, it should 

be unsurprising that the use of individual constants is relevant to the number of individual 

things to which a theory is committed, for individual constants are typically involved in 

distinctness claims in a theory (which then entail existentially quantified distinctness 

claims) – and, if they aren’t, their use still requires a minimum model with a cardinality 
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 This is not to say that a theory cannot have commitments to specific individual things – it might have 

such commitments, for example, in virtue of positing individual essences.  The point is that a theory need 

not be committed to any specific individual things – a rather than b, for example (if a and b are taken to be 

essentially different from one another) – in virtue of its commitment to individual things. 
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of one.  But, the employment of individual constants in a theory is obviously not required 

for that theory to have commitments to individual things. 

So, perhaps we should say that of two theories, the more ontologically 

parsimonious is the one with that is committed to fewer individual things.  However, the 

issue runs deeper than this.  The sheer number of things to which a theory is committed 

may very well be relevant to its ontological parsimony, but there are good reasons to 

think that other factors are relevant as well.  For one thing, it seems clear that two 

theories can be committed to the same number of things (or have a minimum model with 

the same cardinality) but still differ with regard to their respective ontological 

commitments.  To see this, consider two distinct theories of the world, T1 and T2.  

According to T1, there are (only) particles – that is, T1 includes the sentence ‘x 

Particle(x)’.  Thus, T1 is ontologically committed to particles.  According to T2 there are 

both particles and fields – that is, T2 contains the sentences ‘x Particle(x)’ and ‘x 

Field(x)’.  Thus, T2 is ontologically committed to both particles and fields.
55

  

Furthermore, suppose that there are (at least) three distinct things according to both T1 

and T2 – that is, each theory contains a sentence like ‘xyz [(x≠y & x≠z) & y≠z]’, and 

thus has a minimum model with a cardinality of three.  Do T1 and T2 have the same 

ontological commitments?  Clearly they don’t: T2 is committed to fields, whereas T1 is 

not.  So, despite the fact that these theories can be construed as having commitments to 

the same number of individual things, their ontological commitments are different. 

Does this have any consequences for the assessment of comparative ontological 

parsimony?  I think it does.  One needs only to ask oneself regarding T1 and T2 whether 

they are equally ontologically parsimonious.  It would seem not: the theory that says 
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 I follow Lewis [1973: 87] here in using particles and fields for this example, but one can substitute, 

e.g., ‘blargs’ for ‘particles’ and ‘glargs’ for ‘fields’ and create the same example.  Thus, nothing turns on 

the specifics of the example. 
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there are only particles is more uniform than the theory that says there are both particles 

and fields, even if both theories commit to the existence of the same number of distinct 

things.  Think about it this way: if the purpose of a theory is to account for a certain set of 

facts, then the theory that posits only particles in accounting for the facts is, ceteris 

paribus, preferable to the theory that posits both particles and fields.  To put it baldly: 

Why posit particles and fields when particles alone will suffice?  To do so would be 

unparsimonious. 

Two related points emerge from this example.  The first is that a theory’s 

ontological commitments cannot be couched in merely quantitative terms – that is, 

merely in terms of the number of distinct things to which the theory is committed.  To 

deny this would be to claim that T1 and T2 have the same ontological commitments.  But, 

this is clearly false: T2 is committed to the existence of fields, whereas T1 is not.  So, 

there is a difference in the ontological commitments of T1 and T2 over and above the 

individual things to which each theory is committed.  To claim that this is not an 

ontological dispute seems tantamount to claiming that the dispute between realists and 

trope nominalists, for example, is not an ontological one (if each commits to the same 

number of distinct things).  This claim, I think, would be supported by neither party to 

that dispute, nor should it be: this is exactly the sort of dispute that is properly 

characterized as ontological – it is a dispute over what there is in the world.  To put it 

another way: even if the realist theory and the trope nominalist theory can be satisfied by 

the same number of things (and thus entail that the same number of things exist), it seems 

clear that they cannot be satisfied by the same things: the realist theory can be satisfied 

only by universals and particulars, whereas the trope nominalist theory can be satisfied 

only by tropes.  If this isn’t an ontological difference, then nothing is. 

The second point is that a theory’s ontological parsimony cannot be determined 

merely by the number of distinct things to which it is committed.  To deny this would be 
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to claim that T1 and T2 are equally ontologically parsimonious.  While T1 and T2 posit the 

same number of distinct things in the world (and in this way are equally ontologically 

parsimonious), they nevertheless disagree about what those things are.  It is based on this 

disagreement that T1, as I have argued, should be considered to be more parsimonious 

than T2 with regard to its ontological commitments. 

The foregoing points require that two different sorts of ontological parsimony 

(and two corresponding sorts of ontological commitment) be distinguished.  Lewis [1973] 

offers a way of drawing this distinction: 

Distinguish two kinds of parsimony, however: qualitative and quantitative.  

A doctrine is qualitatively parsimonious if it keeps down the number of 

fundamentally different kinds of entity: if it posits sets alone rather than 

sets and unreduced numbers, or particles alone rather than particles and 

fields, or bodies alone or spirits alone rather than both bodies and spirits.  

A doctrine is quantitatively parsimonious if it keeps down the number of 

instances of the kinds it posits. [87] 

 

So, according to Lewis, a theory may be more parsimonious than another regarding the 

number of kinds
56

 of things to which it is ontologically committed (qualitative 

parsimony), but it may at the same time be more profligate with regard to the number of 

things simpliciter to which it is committed (quantitative parsimony).  If one theory is 

committed to the existence of five particles (only) and another theory is committed to the 

existence of an infinite number of particles (only), the former theory is more 

quantitatively parsimonious than the latter.  However, if the former theory is also 

committed to the existence of five fields (where fields are of a fundamentally different 

kind than particles), but the latter theory is not committed to the existence of any fields 
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 This is not to reify kinds.  By saying that a theory is committed to a certain kind is not to say that 

something called a kind is in its ontology – all that need be meant by such a statement is that a theory is 

committed to the existence of a thing (although perhaps not any specific thing) of that kind. 
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(nor anything more than an infinite number of particles), the latter theory is more 

qualitatively parsimonious but less quantitatively parsimonious than the former. 

 It seems clear that if there are two different sorts of ontological parsimony, then a 

theory’s ontological commitments must be of two different sorts: there are, on the one 

hand, the qualitative commitments of a theory (measured in terms of the number of kinds 

of things to which a theory is committed), and on the other hand there are the quantitative 

commitments of a theory (measured in terms of the number of things simpliciter to which 

a theory is committed).  What determines the respective quantitative and qualitative 

commitments of a theory?  The determination of a theory’s quantitative commitments is 

what I was discussing earlier in this section: the number of a theory’s quantitative 

commitments might simply be the cardinality of the minimum model for that theory.  As 

I pointed out before, the most straightforward way, it seems, of determining the 

cardinality of a theory’s minimum model is to look at existential sentences within a 

theory that involve distinctness claims, such as ‘xy x≠y’ (‘at least two things exist’) and 

‘xyz [(x≠y) & (x=z ˅ y=z)]’ (‘exactly two things exist’). 

 In order to see how a theory’s qualitative commitments are determined, it is 

instructive to look at the example discussed above involving T1 and T2.  In the example, 

T1 is committed to the existence of particles.  It is in virtue of T1 containing a proposition 

asserting that there is at least one particle that it is so committed.  Likewise, T2 is 

committed to the existence of both particles and fields, and it is in virtue of its containing 

propositions saying that such things exist that it is so committed.  T1 is not committed to 

the existence of fields because it does not say that fields exist.  To put it more formally, 

T2 contains propositions of the sort ‘x Field(x)’ and is thus committed to the existence of 

fields; T2 does not and is consequently not so committed.  This indicates that the 

predicates bound to variables in a theory’s quantifier propositions are indicative of that 

theory’s qualitative commitments.  Such predicates are indicative of the different 
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ontological kinds
57

 to which a theory is committed.  So, in order to determine how many 

qualitative commitments a theory has, one must look to the number of predicates
58

 that 

are bound to variables within the scope of a quantifier in the propositions that constitute 

the theory. 

I’ve so far suppressed a complication by discussing only monadic predicates, such 

as ‘Field(x)’.  But, monadic predicates are not the only sorts of predicates that occur in 

theories.  Indeed, it seems each of the theories with which I’ll be dealing in this 

dissertation includes at least one polyadic predicate: identity.  Now, since each of these 

theories makes use of such a predicate, it would seem that each of them likewise incurs 

the same ontological commitments in doing so.  However, many – if not all – of these 

theories make use of additional polyadic predicates.  So, it remains to be established what 

effect the use of polyadic predicates has on a theory’s ontological commitments. 

Take for example a dyadic predicate such as ‘R(x, y)’.  How many qualitative 

ontological commitments does a theory that includes ‘xy R(x, y)’ incur?  It seems clear 

that it must incur at least one such commitment: the commitment to things that R (other) 

things.
59

  After all, it seems that this theory explicitly says that there are things of this 

kind in virtue of including the aforementioned sentence.  But, is this the only 

commitment incurred by the theory in question in virtue of including this sentence?  This 

question is not so easily answered.  Indeed, it seems to turn on whether or not the relation 

expressed by ‘R(x, y)’ is a symmetrical one.  (There is a further issue of what determines 

whether or not the relation expressed by a predicate is a symmetrical one.  I shall ignore 

this issue for now; it will be taken up in §1.4.)  If the relation is a symmetrical one, then it 

                                                 
57

 Again, this is not to reify kinds.  See footnote 56 above. 
58

 In order to simplify the discussion of this section, I will limit it to monadic predicates.  I take up the 

issue of polyadic predicates in the next section. 
59

 I limit ‘other’ to a parenthetical here because it is unclear whether the relation expressed by ‘R(x, y)’ 

is a reflexive one – that is, it is unclear from the information given whether something can R itself. 
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seems that it makes no difference whether a term occurs in the first or second place in the 

predication: either way, it is the kind of thing that R’s something.  But, if the relation is 

not symmetrical, the order of the terms is of primary importance: it doesn’t follow from 

something’s being the kind of thing that R’s something that it is also the kind of thing 

that something R’s.  In other words, in utilizing the predicate ‘R(x, y)’ (and, again, 

assuming that it is not symmetrical), the theory seems to be saying that there are things of 

two different kinds. 

Perhaps some examples will help to illustrate the point.  Suppose ‘R(x, y)’ is read 

as ‘x is next to y’.  It seems that, on this interpretation of ‘R(x, y)’, a theory that includes 

the aforementioned existential sentence need only incur a commitment to things of a 

single kind, namely things that are next to things.  After all, it doesn’t make any 

difference which term occupies the first place in this predication and which term occupies 

the second place, for it expresses a symmetrical relation holding between the two terms.  

Contrast this, however, with the case in which ‘R(x, y)’ is read as ‘x loves y’.  Here, the 

order in which a term appears in the predication does matter.  If a term occupies the first 

place in the predication, then it is a thing that loves a thing (i.e. a lover).  But, if it 

occupies the second place, then it is a thing that is loved by a thing (i.e. a beloved).  

These are two different kinds of things, since, tragically, it does not follow from the fact 

that something is the kind of thing that loves that it is also the kind of thing that is loved.  

This is not to say that a theory can have an ontological commitment to lovers without an 

ontological commitment to beloveds: it seems that being committed to one requires a 

commitment to the other.
60

  But, it does not follow from this that they are the same 

commitment – indeed, they are fundamentally different commitments due to the 
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 It is perhaps a curious feature of non-symmetrical predicates that they seem to generate qualitative 

commitments that necessarily accompany each other.  However, it seems to me that this feature might be 

helpful in characterizing what it is for qualitative commitments to be ontologically dependent on one 

another. 
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fundamental non-symmetry of the predicate that generates them.  Thus, it seems that non-

symmetrical dyadic predicates generate two distinct qualitative ontological commitments. 

What about predicates with an adicity greater than two?  It seems that similar 

considerations apply; indeed, predicates with an adicity greater than two help to further 

illustrate that it is the importance of the order of the terms following a predicate that is 

directly relevant to the number of qualitative commitments generated by the use of that 

predicate in a theory.  Consider, for example, the triadic predicate ‘R(x, y, z)’.  It seems 

that the use of this predicate generates an ontological commitment to things of only one 

kind just in case the order of the terms that follow the predicate in a sentence is 

unimportant with regard to what that sentence expresses.  For example, suppose that ‘R(x, 

y, z)’ is read as ‘x, y, and z are compresent’.  It seems that the relation of “compresence” 

(which I will discuss in detail in §2.6 and §2.7) is one that holds equally of all of its 

terms, so that a theory that includes ‘xyz R(x, y, z)’ incurs a commitment to things of 

only one kind: things that are compresent with things.
61

  In this case, the order of the 

terms following the predicate is unimportant with regard to what is expressed by that 

predication: a term occupying any of the three places following predicate represents a 

thing of the aforementioned kind.  Contrast this with the case in which ‘R(x, y, z)’ is read 

as ‘x is between y and z’.  In this case, the order in which the terms occur following the 

predicate is of primary importance.  The first place in the predication represents things 

that are between things, but the second and third places in the predication do not 

represent things of this kind – they represent things that (other) things are between.  

Notice, though, that there seems to be no difference in whether a term occurs in the 
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 It remains to be seen whether theories that include predicates of varying adicities must be committed 

to things of a distinct kind for each adicity.  For example, if a theory includes a “compresence” predicate 

that holds between three things, four things, and five things (according to different sentences), it is an open 

question whether that theory should be committed to things of three distinct kinds (i.e. things that are 

compresent with two things, things that are compresent with three things, and things that are compresent 

with four things).  I’ll discuss this issue in more detail in §2.5. 
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second or third place in the predication; thus, it seems that neither of these places picks 

out things of a fundamentally different kind from the other.  Thus, the inclusion of 

‘xyz R(x, y, z)’ in a theory would, on this interpretation of ‘R(x, y, z)’, generate a 

commitment to things of only two distinct kinds (i.e. two qualitative commitments) rather 

than three. 

The foregoing considerations would seem to generalize to predicates of adicities 

greater than three.  Ultimately, then, it seems that the importance of the order of a 

predicate’s terms will determine how many qualitative commitments are incurred by a 

theory including existential sentences involving that predicate. 

 Having gotten clear about the difference between quantitative and qualitative 

ontological commitments (and the ways in which each are generated), I now turn to 

comparing the importance of them in the assessment of a theory’s overall ontological 

parsimony.  It is my contention that the parsimony of a theory’s qualitative commitments 

is to be weighed more heavily in the assessment of its overall ontological parsimony than 

the parsimony of its quantitative commitments.  I take this to be a relatively 

uncontroversial position – indeed, it seems that if there is anything controversial about it, 

it is whether quantitative parsimony is a theoretical virtue at all.  For example, Lewis 

[1973], after introducing the distinction between qualitative and quantitative parsimony, 

says: 

I subscribe to the general view that qualitative parsimony is good in a 

philosophical or empirical hypothesis; but I recognize no presumption 

whatever in favor of quantitative parsimony. [87] 

 

Both Nolan [1997] and Baker [2003] argue, against Lewis’s position, that there 

ought to be some presumption in favor of quantitative parsimony since there are cases in 

which there seems to be a rational justification (to use Baker’s terminology) for 
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preferring it.
62

  I want to set this debate aside for the moment: whether or not quantitative 

parsimony is a theoretical virtue, what is of primary importance to my defense of realism 

is that qualitative parsimony weighs more than quantitative parsimony in the assessment 

of overall ontological parsimony.  This is obviously something Lewis accepts.  It is also 

something that Nolan appears to accept, given that his conception of quantitative 

parsimony relies on the different types (or, in my terminology, kinds) of things a theory 

posits: 

…[I]t is not merely the total number of entities postulated by a theory that 

is important – it is something more fine-grained.  Not just the total 

numbers of things, but how many things of each type there are is relevant.  

So, for example, a mathematical Platonist who also believes that one 

neutrino is given off in each case of Beta decay is more quantitatively 

parsimonious than one who believes in all of the mathematical entities 

plus seventeen million little neutral particles being produced in every case 

of Beta decay. [1997: 340] 

 

Nolan’s point here is that it is possible for a theory with a minimum model of an infinite 

cardinality to be more quantitatively parsimonious than another theory with a minimum 

model of the same cardinality.
63

  This point requires a distinction between the kinds of 

things to which each theory is respectively committed.  This distinction is, for Nolan, 

more fundamental than the distinction between the number of things to which a theory is 

committed – indeed, his point is that a theory’s quantitative parsimony can only be 
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 It is worth pointing out that Baker links the preference for quantitative parsimony to its ability to 

produce, in certain cases, theories that are more explanatorily powerful, which echoes the relationship 

between simplicity and explanatory power that I mentioned earlier in this chapter. 
63

 Note that this conception of quantitative parsimony relies on a conception of quantitative 

commitment such that the parsimony of a theory’s quantitative commitments isn’t given by the cardinality 

of its minimum model, which seems to run in opposition to the suggestion I made earlier in this section 

concerning the manner in which a theory’s commitments to individuals are generated.  For my purposes, 

there’s no real urgency to settle this issue: as long as I can establish that qualitative parsimony is more 

important than quantitative parsimony, I can show that realism is at least as viable as any of its competitors, 

regardless of how quantitative parsimony is to be assessed. 



52 

 

assessed relative to each kind in its ontology.   But, regardless of Lewis’s and Nolan’s 

personal views, it remains to be seen whether there are good reasons for or against 

privileging qualitative over quantitative parsimony in the assessment of overall 

ontological commitment. 

 The primary reason for privileging qualitative over quantitative parsimony is that 

such privileging seems to be standard in both canonical scientific and philosophical 

disputes.
64

  As Pickel and I put it elsewhere: 

Scientists are willing to posit more specific individuals if it simplifies their 

overall theory by reducing the things of various [kinds] that they posit.  

The pre-scientific view of the world posited things of disparate [kinds].  

This theory was replaced by a theory that posits things of a relatively 

small list of chemical [kinds].  Things of these chemical [kinds] are, in 

turn, supposed to be reduced to things of an even smaller number of 

[kinds], such as protons, electrons, and neutrons (or even the flavors of 

quarks). [Pickel and Mantegani 2012: 20] 

 

The point here is that the preference in scientific theories is to posit things of fewer kinds, 

even at the expense of increasing the total number of things posited by the theory.  This, I 

think, reveals an obvious preference for qualitative ontological parsimony over 

quantitative ontological parsimony in the selection of scientific theories.  This is not to 

say that qualitative parsimony is the only relevant consideration in the selection of 

scientific theories, but rather that, ceteris paribus, qualitative parsimony is the aspect of 

ontological parsimony that seems to matter the most in the selection of scientific theories. 

 It is just as obvious that qualitative parsimony is privileged over quantitative 

parsimony in canonical philosophical disputes – and, in particular, in the debate over the 

problem of universals.  One of the standard points made against realism and in favor of 

nominalism (both extreme and moderate) is that realism is less ontologically 
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 The line of reasoning in this and the next paragraph follows closely a similar line in Pickel and 

Mantegani [2012: 18-20], and I owe many of the points to Bryan Pickel. 
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parsimonious than nominalism.
65

  This point is based on the fact that realist theories 

entail that there are both universals and particulars, whereas nominalist theories entail 

that there are only particulars (be they the particulars of the extreme nominalist or the 

tropes of the moderate nominalist).  One might try to claim that the purported ontological 

profligacy of realism results from its being committed to the same number of particulars 

as the nominalist, plus some additional things.  But, this doesn’t seem to be the nature of 

the nominalist’s objection.  Her objection is to the realist’s commitment to universals – 

that is, to a specific kind of thing, not merely to additional entities.  Indeed, the realist’s 

ontology is sometimes characterized as being of two categories, whereas the nominalist’s 

is characterized as being of one category (and for this reason preferable to the realist’s).
66

  

Furthermore, I submit that any nominalist opponent of realism would prefer, out of 

concerns over ontological parsimony, to endorse a commitment to any number of 

particulars (even a far greater number than the number of the realist’s universals and 

particulars combined) so long as the commitment to universals is avoided.  This, I think, 

makes it patently obvious that all the parties to the debate over the problem of universals 

should – and implicitly do – accept the claim that qualitative parsimony is to be 

privileged over quantitative parsimony in the assessment of overall ontological 

commitment. 

Oliver [1996], however, provides reasons to think that the distinction between the 

kinds of things to which a theory is committed, on the one hand, and the total number of 

things to which it is committed, on the other, is itself “misconceived”: 

First, given a suitably flexible concept 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 concept of kind, we can have all 
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 For simplicity, I leave universalism out of this discussion, although I take the primary motivation for 

adopting universalism to be that it is supposed to be more ontologically parsimonious than realism is. 
66

 See, e.g., Maurin [2002: 5-6]. 
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the entities we could ever want by choosing suitable kinds.  For example, 

Lewis’s [1986] multi-purpose ontology seems to have only two kinds: sets 

and possibilia (actual and possible particulars).  Third, the putative 

distinction between qualitative and quantitative 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. 

[7] 

 

Oliver makes these points in support of the claim that quantitative parsimony does in fact 

have some bearing on a theory’s overall ontological parsimony.  As I mentioned 

previously, this is not a claim with which I want to take issue.  My issue is with Oliver’s 

claim that the distinction between qualitative parsimony and quantitative parsimony is 

misconceived.  Taking his third point first, I’m not sure how the distinction between 

qualitative and quantitative parsimony is at odds with “the spirit of Ockham’s razor”.  

Oliver may be right that there are cases in which a theory that posits five entities of a 

given kind has a more parsimonious ontology than a theory that posits one entity of that 

kind, but I’m not sure how this is supposed to show that the distinction between 

qualitative and quantitative parsimony is problematic.  If the point is just that quantitative 

parsimony matters, then I take no issue with it.  If Oliver thinks he’s argued for 

something stronger, I’m unclear as to what the argument is. 

 I take the first two points made by Oliver to be related, and they will be revisited 

in §2.1.2, where I’ll consider potential responses to my argument for the greater 

comparative ontological parsimony of realism over ostrich nominalism.  What I’ll say 

there is an extension of what I am saying in this and the next section regarding Oliver’s 
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first two points – namely, that these two points illustrate the need to privilege certain 

kinds over others in the assessment of qualitative parsimony.
67

  Regarding the first point 

(i.e. that ontological costs can be reduced by subsuming the total number of entities under 

fewer kinds), I think it is clear that Oliver is right about this.  If qualitative parsimony is 

what matters most, then why not just subsume everything in one’s ontology under one 

supremely general kind?  For example, every theory is presumably committed to self-

identical things – indeed, every individual in every theory is presumably of this kind.  So, 

it seems that every theory can be construed as being equally qualitatively parsimonious.  

Oliver clearly thinks that this is a problem with the notion of qualitative parsimony.  I 

think that this simply shows that certain kinds are more important than others in the 

assessment of qualitative parsimony.  I will explain this in more detail in the next section. 

 Oliver’s second point isn’t clear.  He seems to be saying that by choosing the 

smallest number of general kinds, a theory can posit all the entities it could ever want 

without incurring very many ontological costs.  He points to Lewis’s ontology as an 

example, presumably, of a theory with an infinite number of entities of only two kinds in 

its ontology.  Oliver seems to take issue with the fact that such a theory would be 

considered to have a relatively parsimonious ontology if its qualitative commitments are 

all that matter.  I have two responses.  First, I take no issue, once again, with Oliver’s 

insistence that quantitative commitments may have some bearing on a theory’s overall 

ontological parsimony – my primary point is that qualitative parsimony has more bearing 

than does quantitative.  Secondly, I actually agree with Oliver that Lewis’s ontology (or, 

at least, one way of construing it) is a relatively unparsimonious one, although my 

reasons for thinking this are different from his.  Oliver seems to want to base this claim 

solely on the sheer number of things to which Lewis’s theory is committed, holding that 
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 My support for this position (generally speaking, but not as it applies to Oliver’s position) draws 

largely upon Pickel and Mantegani [2012], and, once again, I owe many of the points to Bryan Pickel. 
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the theory’s commitment to a great number of specific things outweighs its commitment 

to things of a small number of kinds in the assessment of overall ontological parsimony.  

I, on the other hand, think that Oliver is mistaken to attribute great qualitative parsimony 

to Lewis’s theory.  This attribution is based on Lewis’s apparent ability to appeal to only 

two very general kinds in specifying the qualitative commitments of his theory: sets and 

possibilia.  Consider the commitment to possibilia.  According to Lewis, the modal 

realist’s commitment to an infinitude of concrete worlds (rather than, say, a commitment 

to a single, concrete world) is not an example of qualitative ontological profligacy 

because all of the additional worlds in the modal realist’s pluriverse are of the same kind 

as the actual world.  In other words, Lewis’s modal realism purportedly does not have 

qualitative commitments beyond those of the actualist – instead, it has commitments to 

more individuals of the same kind as the actualist (namely, concrete particulars). 

Melia [1992] has argued convincingly that Lewis’s ontology is in fact more 

qualitatively profligate than that of the actualist: 

[…] Lewis’s theory is committed to more than other concrete possible 

worlds: it is committed to the many possible objects which are parts of 

these other possible worlds.  And many of these possible objects are 

qualitatively different from the actual world or anything which exists in 

the actual world.  For example, Lewis is committed to the unicorns, to the 

gods, to the ghosts and to the qualia which occur in other possible worlds.  

Indeed, Lewis is committed to every kind of thing which could appear in a 

possible world – i.e. he is committed to every possible kind of thing.  And 

since Lewis is committed to every possible kind of thing, Lewis’s theory 

is as qualitatively unparsimonious as any consistent theory could be. [192] 

 

The point is that even if all of the worlds and objects in the modal realist’s ontology are 

of a single, general kind – namely, concrete particulars
68

 – the modal realist’s ontology is 
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 I suppose one might at this point raise the issue of whether ghosts, gods, or qualia should be 

considered concrete objects.  If they aren’t, then Lewis has to either reject them as being parts of his 

pluriverse or else admit that his ontology contains things of another general kind: non-concrete objects.  
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still more qualitatively profligate than the actualist’s.  The great generality of a kind 

doesn’t somehow make it “count more” in the assessment of qualitative parsimony than a 

less-general kind.  This is the mistake in Oliver’s claim that by choosing the fewest 

number of general kinds one can produce an adequate theory while limiting its qualitative 

commitments.  Just because the actualist is committed to, say, concrete individuals 

doesn’t mean that she is committed to, say, unicorns.  The commitment to unicorns is 

additional to a commitment to concrete individuals.  While the modal realist may want to 

claim that her commitment to unicorns is nothing more than a commitment to some more 

concrete particulars, this simply isn’t the case.  The actualist is committed to concrete 

particulars, but she doesn’t in virtue of that commitment incur a commitment to unicorns.  

Why, then, should the modal realist be entitled to claim that her commitment to unicorns 

is nothing more than a commitment to concrete particulars?  This would seem to be on a 

par with a theorist saying that her commitment to unicorns is nothing more than a 

commitment to self-identical things.  To accept this claim is to undermine the notion of 

qualitative commitment (and, consequently, qualitative parsimony) altogether.  If I have 

succeeded in arguing that the comparative qualitative parsimony of a theory’s ontological 

commitments is fundamental to the assessment of its overall comparative ontological 

parsimony, then this is an unwelcome consequence.  But, in order to block this 

consequence the comparative generality of the kinds of things to which a theory is 

committed cannot be the primary basis for privileging some kinds over others in the 

assessment of a theory’s qualitative parsimony.  I hold that the primary reason for 

privileging certain kinds in the assessment of a theory’s qualitative parsimony is that they 

are explanatorily basic.  

 

                                                                                                                                                 
Neither of these maneuvers affects the point I am making, nor does the acceptance of ghosts, gods, and 

qualia as concreta. 
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1.3.3 Explanatorily Basic vs. Derived Commitments 

Suppose a theory contains the following three propositions: ‘x Blue(x)’, ‘x Cube(x)’, 

and ‘x Blue(x) & Cube(x)’.  According to the pattern given in §1.3.2, these three 

propositions together would commit that theory to three distinct kinds of things: blue 

things, cubes, and blue cubes.  But, it seems that a commitment to blue cubes is not 

fundamentally different from a commitment to blue things and cubes.  Granted, saying 

that there is something that is both blue and cubical is different from saying that there is 

something that is blue and that there is something that is cubical.  But, it seems that a 

commitment to blue cubes can be explained or analyzed in terms of more fundamental 

commitments to blue things and to cubes.  One way to look at the asymmetry between the 

explanandum and the explanantia in this case is in terms of logical entailment.  Here, the 

explanandum, ‘x Blue(x) & Cube(x)’ entails the two explanantia, ‘x Blue(x)’ and ‘x 

Cube(x)’.  However, the two explanantia, taken independently, do not entail the 

explanandum.  The problem is that this case doesn’t generalize to all explanatory 

relationships.  Consider, for example, the relationship between ‘x Blue(x)  Cube(x)’, 

on the one hand, and ‘x Blue(x)’ and ‘x Cube(x)’, on the other.  Once again, the 

“molecular” sentence is, it seems, to be analyzed in terms of the two “atomic” sentences.  

The problem is that the entailment relationship is reversed from the previous example: it 

is the two atomic sentences that entail the molecular sentence, not vice versa. 

 So, it seems that the asymmetrical relationship between explanandum and 

explanantia can’t be simply stated in terms of one entailing the other.  I called this 

asymmetrical relationship reduction in §1.2.1: the explanandum is reducible to the 

explanantia.  But, this is merely a label – it doesn’t, for lack of a better way of phrasing 

the point, explain what I mean by ‘explanation’.  Admittedly, though, I’m not sure that 

such an explanation needs to (or even can be) provided.  It seems to me that there is a 
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natural and intuitive sense of ‘explanation’ being appealed to here, one that requires, for 

these cases at least, the explanantia to consist of sentences each of which are syntactically 

simpler than that constituting the explanandum.  This is, I think, a feature of the particular 

version of explanation that is involved in these cases of reduction within the language of 

first-order logic; there is another sort of explanation – paraphrase – that isn’t so easily 

characterized (see §1.4.2 for discussion).  There also may be theories within which the 

reduction of certain sentences to others isn’t as obvious as it is in the cases of conjunction 

and disjunction: for example, a reductive materialist theory might include sentences about 

mental states that are supposed to be reducible to (but not paraphrased by) sentences 

about material states.  This, it seems, is a case of reduction in which the explanantia 

won’t necessarily be syntactically simpler than the explananda.  (It is also a case in 

which, it seems, the theory must be enriched with rules that allow for these reductions.)  

In either of these cases, though, the notion of explanation being appealed to still seems to 

be a natural and intuitive one. 

Now, to reiterate something I said earlier, reduction is not elimination: a theory 

that contains ‘x Blue(x) & Cube(x)’ is committed to the existence of blue things, cubes, 

and blue cubes.  The point, though, is that there is a distinction to be drawn between the 

commitment to blue cubes, on the one hand, and the commitments to blue things and to 

cubes, on the other.  Since the commitment to blue cubes is explained by more 

fundamental commitments to blue things and to cubes, the commitments to the latter are 

more explanatorily basic, whereas the commitment to the former can be derived from 

them.  Following this pattern, one can distinguish between the explanatorily basic (I will 

sometimes call these primitive) and the derived kinds of things to which a theory is 

committed: a commitment to the latter is reducible to a commitment to some other kind, 

whereas a commitment to the former is not. 
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Just as with qualitative parsimony, it seems that one may be able to distinguish 

different “levels” of quantitative parsimony.  Suppose a theory contains the propositions 

‘x x=a’, ‘x x=b’, and ‘x x=c’.  This commits the theory to the existence of a, b, and c 

(although a, b, and c need not be distinct things).  But, if ‘x x=c’ is, by definition, 

reducible to, for example, the conjunction of ‘x x=a’ and ‘x x=b’, then it seems that the 

theory’s commitment to the existence of c is a derived one (in the same sense as 

discussed in the case of blue cubes).  So, it seems that one might be able to draw a 

distinction between explanatorily basic or primitive quantitative commitments and 

derived quantitative commitments. 

It is my contention that, ceteris paribus, a theory’s explanatorily basic 

commitments should weigh more than its derived commitments in the assessment of 

overall ontological parsimony.  In particular, I hold that a theory’s explanatorily basic 

qualitative commitments are of primary importance in the assessment of its overall 

ontological parsimony.  Indeed, minimizing the number of explanatorily basic qualitative 

commitments appears to be the goal of both reduction and paraphrase (including 

regimentation), which are the two methods of analysis I characterized in §1.2.1.  Both 

scientific and philosophical theories, it seems, seek to maintain their adequacy while 

taking the number of apparent multifarious kinds in the common, ordinary description of 

the world and either reducing them to or eliminating them in favor of a few explanatorily 

basic kinds.  The primary point of comparison for the ontologies of two or more adequate 

theories, then, is the number of explanatorily basic kinds to which the theories are 

respectively committed.  It is not, I maintain, the number of most-general kinds to which 

the theories are respectively committed.  If it were, then there would seem to be no point 

in employing reduction or paraphrase in any theory, for all of them can claim to have the 

same most-general kind: self-identical things.  In that case, all of the interesting 

ontological differences between theories would be differences in subclasses, to use one of 
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Quine’s terms.
69

  Indeed, I am, in a sense, arguing that the differences most relevant to a 

comparison of the ontological parsimony of two distinct theories just are the differences 

in the subclasses of those theories’ respective domains that correspond to their respective 

explanatorily basic kinds of things.  This, incidentally, explains the qualitative profligacy 

of Lewis’s ontology when compared with the actualist: Lewis’s theory (on one construal) 

is committed to things of more explanatorily basic kinds that the actualist’s is. 

In virtue of what, then, is a theory committed to things of a specific explanatorily 

basic kind?  It is in virtue of employing an unanalyzable (i.e. irreducible and not subject 

to paraphrase) predicate
70

 that a theory incurs a commitment to things of an explanatorily 

basic kind.  This is a natural extension of Quine’s Criterion.  If a theory contains the 

sentence ‘x Fx’, then it incurs a commitment to things of the kind F.  If ‘F(x)’ is 

unanalyzable, then the theory incurs a commitment to things of the explanatorily basic 

kind F. 

Since a commitment to things of an explanatorily basic kind is incurred in the 

aforementioned way, it is no wonder that Quine’s treatment of proper names/individual 

constants (discussed at the beginning of §1.3.2) should be met with resistance by many 

theorists.  In eliminating individual constants from a theory in favor of unanalyzable 

predicates (e.g. eliminating ‘a’ in favor of A(x)), Quine is essentially demanding that the 

use of an individual constant in a theory amounts to the postulation of a thing of a new 

kind.  This is why I earlier mentioned the notion of an individual essence in connection 

with Quine’s view: to say that the use of ‘a’ rather than ‘b’ in a theory is tantamount to 

using ‘A(x)’ rather than ‘B(x)’ is very similar to (if not just the same as) saying that a and 

b (or, perhaps better, something that “is-a” and something that “is-b”) are essentially 

different things.  Again, while this may be something that some theorists are ultimately 
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 See Quine [1951b] for the category/subclass distinction; I discuss the distinction in detail in §2.1.2. 
70

 For now, I add the caveat that the predicate occurs somewhere in the theory outside of the scope of a 

negation. 
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willing to endorse, it doesn’t seem to be required by the mere use of proper names in a 

theory.  After all, if I am simply using individual constants as “placeholders” in my 

theory (in the manner discussed in §1.3.2), then I need not hold that the use of ‘a’ and ‘b’ 

in my theory automatically generates a commitment to two essentially different things.  

Indeed, it seems perfectly coherent that ‘a’ and ‘b’ might be used as “placeholders” for a 

single thing.  The Quinean treatment of individual constants requires that this isn’t the 

case; furthermore, it requires that the mere use of an individual constant signals a 

commitment to a thing of a new explanatorily basic kind.  In other words, Quine’s way of 

treating individual constants requires that the use of individual constants in a theory 

signals an increase in that theory’s explanatorily basic qualitative commitments rather 

than, as one might be inclined to think, an increase in its quantitative commitments.
71

  

This, I submit, is fundamentally wrongheaded (for the reasons just given, as well as those 

given in the previous section), and this is why I reject the strict Quinean treatment of 

individual constants. 

With the distinctions between qualitative and quantitative commitments (in the 

first place) and explanatorily basic and derived commitments (in the second) in mind, I’d 

now like to turn my attention back to the first and second of the three tasks that I 

introduced at the end of §1.2.1.  Recall that the two tasks in question were (i) to 

understand the relationship between disagreements over regimentation and reduction (on 

the one hand) and ontological disagreements (on the other), and (ii) to determine how 

ontological differences between theories factor into the assessment of their comparative 

viability.  The relationship between disagreements over regimentation and/or reduction 

(on the one hand) and ontological disagreements (on the other) seems to be relatively 

clear given the discussions of this and the previous section.  Disagreements over 
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 Although, again, the use of a new individual constant might not even signal an increase in the 

theory’s quantitative commitments if it “names” an individual also “named” by a distinct individual 

constant. 
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regimentation are disagreements over how to properly formulate a common, ordinary 

description of the world in a logically perspicuous fashion.  Disagreements over which 

unanalyzable predicates are to be used in regimenting the ordinary description just are 

disagreements over what the qualitative ontological commitments of the most viable 

theory of the world ought to be.  For two distinct theories including the same predicates, 

disagreements over whether sentences including a given predicate are explained by or 

reducible in terms of sentences including distinct predicates just are disagreements over 

what the explanatorily basic and derived qualitative commitments of the most viable 

theory of the world ought to be.  Disagreements over how many distinct things are, at 

minimum, needed to satisfy the predicates used in the regimentation of a theory just are 

disagreements over what the quantitative ontological commitments of the most viable 

theory of the world ought to be.  As I’ve argued, the ontological disagreements that 

matter most to the question of comparative theoretical viability are disagreements over 

explanatorily basic qualitative ontological commitments.  Given that these commitments 

are determined by the unanalyzed predicates employed in a theory, the theory that 

employs the fewest unanalyzable predicates appears to have the fewest explanatorily 

basic qualitative commitments – and thus the greatest comparative ontological 

parsimony.  Given the Principles of Adequacy and Ontological Parsimony that I 

introduced earlier, this means that, ceteris paribus, of two adequate theories, the one 

whose regimentation employs fewer unanalyzable predicates is the more viable theory of 

the world. 

However, as I mentioned at the beginning of §1.3, ontological parsimony is only 

one of two kinds of theoretical simplicity – the other is what I’ve called, following Baker 

[2003], “syntactic” simplicity or “elegance”.  The importance of this kind of simplicity to 

a theory’s overall comparative viability remains to be seen, as does the importance of 

certain other features that a theory might have or lack. 
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1.4 Other Important Theoretical Features 

I’ve so far characterized (at least implicitly) theory construction as a sort of “balancing 

act”: the goal is to produce an adequate theory that is at least as simple and at least as 

explanatorily powerful as its competitors.  I’ve also (at least implicitly) given reason to 

think that the explanatory power of an adequate theory is directly related to its simplicity.  

To see this, first suppose that the notion of explanatory power is taken naively, so that it 

amounts to something trivial-sounding like: the more explanatorily powerful of two 

theories is the one that explains more.  Now consider two adequate theories.  Given the 

methods of providing an explanation/analysis that I’ve discussed so far (i.e. reduction and 

paraphrase, which includes regimentation), it would seem that the more explanatorily 

powerful of these two theories will also be the simpler one.  The reason for this is simple 

(no pun intended): both of the methods of explanation I’ve discussed are aimed at the 

simplification of a theory, whether it be by reducing the number of “primitives” to which 

the theory appeals, or by making it more precise and thereby simplifying the inference 

rules involved in the theory, etc.  Thus, in offering an explanation, one is presumably 

simplifying the theory.  It would seem then that, ceteris paribus, the simpler of two 

adequate theories is ipso facto the one that explains more, because it is the theory that 

offers explanations where the other doesn’t.  Thus, the simpler of the two theories is the 

one that is more explanatorily powerful (in the naïve sense I introduced above). 

 But, there’s some clarification needed in what I’ve just said.  For one thing, the 

notion of “primitive” that I just appealed to isn’t well-defined.  In speaking about 

“primitives” earlier, I had in mind the unanalyzed sentences of a theory.  If reducing the 

number of these, coupled with reducing the number of or making less complex the 

inference rules involved in a theory is goal of reduction/paraphrase, then it seems that the 

increase in simplicity that is effected by these sorts of explanation is “syntactic” 

simplicity or “elegance”.  However, this isn’t the sort of theoretical simplicity that I’ve 
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focused on for the majority of this chapter, which is, of course, ontological parsimony.  

So, what seems to be required is a discussion of the relationship between these two sorts 

of simplicity in order to see, for one thing, whether one is preferable to the other in the 

assessment of overall comparative theoretical viability.  I turn to this in §1.4.1.  After 

that, I consider the place of some other theoretical virtues in the assessment of overall 

comparative theoretical viability. 

 

1.4.1 Syntactic Simplicity 

As I discussed earlier (see §1.2.1 and, in particular, footnote 15) the notion of “syntactic 

simplicity” shouldn’t necessarily be taken as concerning the sheer number of sentences a 

theory includes.  For one thing, it seems that the primitive principles (i.e. unanalyzable 

sentences) of a theory are of primary importance to syntactic simplicity – that is, this sort 

of simplicity doesn’t concern just any sentence included in a theory.  Furthermore, there 

is reason to think that it’s not just these principles that are at issue.  Baker [2003: 247], 

for example, speaks of the “number and complexity of hypotheses” (my emphasis) in 

talking about syntactic simplicity; Sober [2002: 14] says that “the idea [is] that simpler 

theories take fewer symbols to express, or are expressible in terms of a smaller 

vocabulary.”  In order to clarify the distinction that I’m trying to draw, call the simplicity 

that is had in virtue of a theory’s appealing to fewer primitive principles alethic 

simplicity, and call the simplicity that is had in virtue of the utilization of fewer primitive 

symbols (i.e. a smaller vocabulary) ideological simplicity (in light of the fact that these 

elements of a theory would be said by Quine to belong to its ideology).  Having drawn 

this distinction, it must be pointed out why it might be natural to think of ideological 

simplicity in terms of (rather than at odds with) alethic simplicity: for any ideological 

primitive to be employed in a theory, there would need to be at least one fundamental 

principle including that primitive.  Thus, ideological simplicity can, it seems, be 
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characterized as a “sub-feature” of overall alethic simplicity.  This is perhaps why both of 

these features are implicitly treated under the heading of “syntactic simplicity” by Baker.  

In what follows, I shall continue, for the sake of clarity, to speak in terms of both alethic 

and ideological simplicity, but the latter should be understood to ultimately be a sort of 

“sub-feature” of the former. 

If, as I’ve argued, ontological parsimony is to be thought of (at least primarily) as 

the economy of a theory’s qualitative commitments, then a focus on ideological 

simplicity is particularly helpful in trying to determine the relationship between syntactic 

simplicity and ontological parsimony.  Indeed, if syntactic simplicity is, at base, just 

ideological simplicity, it is relatively easy to see the correlation between this kind of 

simplicity and ontological parsimony.  After all, since a theory’s qualitative ontological 

commitments are generated by the unanalyzable predicates employed in that theory, it 

would seem that a theory’s ontological parsimony is in a certain sense a function of its 

ideological simplicity. 

Perhaps this is too quick, though.  For one thing, there may be theories that 

employ predicates (or perhaps other ideological primitives) in such a way that they do not 

generate ontological commitments.  For example, a theory might include the sentence 

‘¬x Witch(x)’, but shouldn’t thereby incur a commitment to witches (at least if Quine is 

right, which, of course, I think he is).  So, while the intensionality of qualitative 

ontological commitment (which I mentioned in footnote 39) ensures that there is some 

relationship between a theory’s ideological primitives and its explanatorily basic 

qualitative ontological commitments, it seems apparent that this relationship isn’t 

something as simple as a one-to-one correspondence between unanalyzable predicates 

and qualitative ontological commitments. 

Another, more important (at least for my purposes) complication is that theories 

that employ predicates of adicities greater than one may incur more qualitative 
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commitments than they employ predicates generating those commitments.  This occurs, 

as I discussed in §1.3.2, when the predicates involved are asymmetrical or non-

symmetrical.
72

  One might think based on this that it is crucial that there be a mechanism 

for determining whether the order of the terms in a predication matters or not.  I’ve so far 

been basically relying on semantic intuitions to establish whether a predicate is 

symmetrical, non-symmetrical, or asymmetrical, but this obviously isn’t a systematic way 

of determining whether order matters in a predication.  The most straightforward way of 

specifying whether order matters would be for a theory to include for each of the 

polyadic predicates employed within it a sentence specifying whether that predicate is 

symmetrical, non-symmetrical, or asymmetrical.  For example, if ‘R(x, y)’ is supposed to 

be symmetrical, a theory might include: 

xy [R(x, y) → R(y, x)] 

If, instead, it is supposed to be non-symmetrical, a theory might include: 

¬xy [R(x, y) → R(y, x)] 

And, finally, if it is supposed to be asymmetrical, a theory might include: 

xy [R(x, y) → ¬R(y, x)] 

The inclusion of any of these sentences in a theory would seem to meet the 

aforementioned need for a mechanism that specifies whether the order of the terms in 

‘R(x, y)’ (or, more generally, in any given predication) matters. 
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 These two terms, along with ‘symmetrical’, are typically used to describe only dyadic 

relations/predicates.  I shall, for the sake of simplicity, adopt the convention of applying ‘symmetrical’ and 

‘non-symmetrical’ to predicates of adicities greater than two according to the following rules.  A polyadic 

predicate is symmetrical if the order of the terms following the predicate doesn’t matter; it is non-

symmetrical if the order of the terms does matter.  For example, ‘Compresent(x, y, z)’ is a symmetrical 

polyadic predicate because the order of the terms in the predication isn’t of any importance to what is 

expressed by it.  On the other hand, ‘Between(x, y, z)’ is a non-symmetrical polyadic predicate, because the 

order of the terms in the predication is of primary importance to what is expressed by it. 
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 But, it seems that including one of the foregoing sentences in a theory is just an 

instance of adding a new basic principle to the theory, thereby decreasing its alethic 

simplicity.  Thus, certain decreases in ideological simplicity seem to require additional 

decreases in alethic simplicity.  Furthermore, some of these decreases in alethic 

simplicity correspond to decreases in ontological parsimony, whereas others don’t.  To 

see how this complicates the issue of theoretical simplicity, consider how each method of 

assessing theoretical simplicity would assess the employment of a polyadic predicate 

rather than a monadic predicate by a theory.  From the standpoint of alethic simplicity, 

the inclusion of the polyadic predicate must be seen as more of a theoretical cost than the 

employment of a monadic predicate since the employment of the former requires 

additional basic principles.  From the standpoint of ontological parsimony, however, the 

employment of the polyadic predicate would only seem to be more of a theoretical cost if 

it was non-symmetrical (or, alternatively for dyadic predicates, asymmetrical). 

Another example will help to better highlight why these complications are 

potentially problematic.  Suppose there are two adequate theories, T1 and T2: T1 contains 

four primitive monadic predicates, whereas T2 contains only one asymmetrical dyadic 

predicate (accompanied, of course, by the principle that establishes its asymmetry).  

Which is the simpler theory?  It seems that the obvious answer is that T2 is, but there are 

two ways of arriving at this conclusion.  One might arrive at this conclusion by counting 

up the primitive principles contained in each theory.  Assuming that for each predicate in 

the theory there is a primitive existential sentence containing it, T1 would appear to 

contain four primitive principles, whereas T2 would appear to contain two, making it the 

simpler theory.  Alternatively, though, one might simply count the explanatorily basic 

qualitative ontological commitments: T1 has four, whereas T2 has two, again making it 

the simpler theory.  But, which way of counting takes precedence when there is conflict?  
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This is the question that needs to be answered if there is to be a systematic way of 

selecting theories based on the virtue of simplicity. 

 Things get even more complicated when one realizes that there are other formal 

properties of polyadic predicates (particularly dyadic predicates) for which theories need 

to account.  For example, many resemblance nominalists employ the dyadic predicate 

‘Resembles(x, y)’ as their basic, unanalyzable predicate.  But, many (see, e.g., Rodriguez-

Pereyra [2002: 69]) also want to ascribe to this predicate the formal features of 

symmetry, reflexivity, and non-transitivity.  Indeed, the point of doing so would seem to 

be to account for the formal features of the “relation” of resemblance that is involved in 

the ordinary description of the world – something that, it seems, every theory should 

account for, in one way or another.
73

  Now, I’ve already discussed the manner in which 

symmetry can be introduced for a given predicate, but it seems that establishing 

reflexivity and non-transitivity will require the introduction of additional principles into 

the theory.  If the resulting theory plays the role of T2 in the paragraph above, it seems 

that T2 is now equally as alethically complex as T1, but it is more ontologically 

parsimonious than T1.  Obviously, the example can be gerrymandered even further so that 

T2 is more ontologically parsimonious than T1, but not as alethically simple.  Once again, 

such a case illustrates how important it is to determine which sort of theoretical simplicity 

is to be preferred in an overall assessment of theoretical simplicity, for they clearly seem 

to be at odds in cases like this one. 

                                                 
73

 After all, the formal properties of “relations” like resemblance, not to mention the asymmetry of 

predication, would seem to be as “Moorean” as any of the other facts that need to be accounted for.  Some 

theories don’t account for these formal properties explicitly, but do so with the framework of the theory.  

Ostrich nominalism, for example, can account for the symmetry of resemblance by paraphrasing any 

sentence of the sort ‘x resembles y’ as ‘(x) & (y)’.  And, of course, since conjunction is a symmetrical 

connective, the theory will entail ‘(y) & (x)’, which means that the paraphrase of ‘y resembles x’ will 

also be included in the theory. 
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 However, one might wonder whether the aforementioned sentences that are used 

to account for the “formal features” of certain relations can be dispensed with in some 

cases.  For example, one might think that the enterprise of theory construction is such that 

the non-symmetry of polyadic predicates is the default assumption.  Confining the 

discussion to dyadic predicates for the time being, it isn’t typically considered valid to 

infer ‘R(b, a)’ from ‘R(a, b)’ unless it is specified that ‘R(x, y)’ is symmetrical; even 

more so, it isn’t typically considered valid to infer ‘¬R(b, a)’ from ‘R(a, b)’ unless ‘R(x, 

y)’ is specified to be asymmetrical.  The point is that in the absence of extra information 

regarding the formal features of a predicate, its non-symmetry is presupposed.  This 

might indicate that the addition of a basic principle isn’t required to establish the non-

symmetry of a predicate.  If so, any dyadic predicate included in a theory would be by 

default assumed to be non-symmetrical, and thus would by default generate two distinct 

qualitative commitments.  To establish the symmetry of a dyadic predicate, an extra 

principle would need to be included, which would decrease the syntactic simplicity of the 

theory but prevent it from generating two distinct qualitative commitments (thus 

preserving greater ontological parsimony).  Establishing asymmetry would require the 

inclusion of an extra principle and would result in the generation of two distinct 

qualitative commitments. 

 These considerations might even be extended to other formal features of dyadic 

predicates.
74

  For example, non-transitivity would appear to be the default assumption, 

whereas transitivity and intransitivity would each seem to require an additional basic 

principle; likewise, non-reflexivity would appear to be the best candidate for a default 

assumption, whereas reflexivity and irreflexivity would each seem to require an 

additional basic principle.  Given all of this, it would be seem to be preferable, from a 
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 It is interesting to note that, of these formal properties of predicates, only symmetry/non-

symmetry/asymmetry would seem to have any direct effect on a theory’s ontological parsimony. 
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syntactic, but not an ontological, standpoint to include in a theory, for example, a non-

symmetrical, non-transitive, non-reflexive dyadic predicate over any symmetrical 

predicate (regardless of its other formal features).  It’s unclear what one’s intuitions 

should be in such a case.  On the one hand, the more ontologically profligate theory also 

appears to be the “simpler” one from a syntactic standpoint; on the other hand, it’s far 

from obvious that this sort of simplicity is to be preferred to an increase in ontology. 

 Deeper problems arise when dealing with predicates of adicities greater than two.  

A “symmetrical”
75

 triadic predicate, for example, would, it seems, need to be 

accompanied by a principle of the following sort: 

xyz (R(x, y, z) → [R(x, z, y) & R(y, x, z) & R(y, z, x) & R(z, x, y) & 

R(z, y, x)]) 

And, of course, this complex principle entails five “basic” principles (i.e. a universally-

quantified conditional for each conjunct in the consequent of the sentence given above), 

so the use of such a predicate would require a more substantial decrease in a theory’s 

alethic simplicity than might initially be thought.  This indicates that even if in the case of 

dyadic predicates there might be some direct relationship between the alethic simplicity 

and the ontological simplicity of the theory,
76

 there doesn’t seem to be such a relationship 

in the case of polyadic predicates of greater adicities.  To see this, consider the fact that if 

a preference for alethic simplicity “trumps” a preference for ontological simplicity, then 

it would be preferable to include four monadic predicates instead of a single symmetrical 

triadic predicate in a theory, despite the fact that former theory is substantially more 
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 See footnote 72 above. 
76

 One can see this relationship in the following ranking of preferences (ignoring transitivity and 

reflexivity), based on a preference of alethic (or, more generally, syntactic) simplicity: (1) a monadic 

predicate, (2) a non-symmetrical dyadic predicate, (3) a symmetrical dyadic predicate, (4) an asymmetrical 

dyadic predicate.  The only positions in this ranking that are out of order from an ontological perspective 

are 2 and 3, and as I noted in the preceding paragraph, it’s not obvious that the ontological simplicity of 3 

should trump the alethic simplicity of 2. 
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ontologically profligate than the latter.  I think that most would agree that something has 

gone wrong here. 

 These considerations suggest that there is no straightforward way of reconciling 

the preference in theory selection for syntactic simplicity with the preference for 

ontological parsimony.  As I’ve already said, my goal in this chapter is to set out a 

method of theory comparison that is generally acceptable to all the parties to the debate 

over the problem of universals (and, hopefully, to parties of any kind of ontological 

debate).  In pointing to the primary differences between the theories offered by these 

parties, one almost always focuses on the ontological differences between the theories.  

This is because, as I’ve said, the fundamental disagreement between these theorists is 

over what there is.  Furthermore, arguments for and against these theories typically 

express a preference for the theory that can explain as much as the next theory while 

committing to fewer kinds of things – considerations of syntactic simplicity tend to be 

secondary (at best) to considerations of ontological parsimony in these arguments.  Thus, 

it seems that my method of theory comparison should take ontological parsimony to be 

the primary focus of any comparison based on theoretical simplicity.  This doesn’t mean 

that there is no place for considerations of syntactic simplicity in the method I am 

adopting – it simply means that ontological parsimony is the primary theoretical virtue, 

while syntactic simplicity is at best a “trump card” when two theories are equally 

ontologically parsimonious. 

While I am somewhat uneasy with allowing this sort of appeal to authority to 

wield such influence on my selection of a proper method of theory comparison, it seems 

to be justifiable in light of both (i) my objectives (i.e. producing a method that is 

acceptable to all of the parties involved in the debate over the problem of universals) and 

(ii) the apparent lack of any way of reconciling considerations of ontological simplicity 

with considerations of syntactic simplicity.  Ultimately, I think that there will be a general 
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consensus between those who take the preference for ontological parsimony as primary 

and those who take the preference for syntactic similarity as primary regarding which 

theories are more viable than others, particularly with regard to those theories that are 

adopted as solutions to the problem of universals. 

Obviously, the foregoing doesn’t completely settle the issue.  I shall nevertheless 

proceed as follows.  My primary point of comparison for the theories I’m examining will 

be ontological parsimony – particularly, the parsimony of the theories’ respective 

explanatorily basic qualitative ontological commitments.  When appropriate, I’ll call 

attention to potential issues concerning syntactic simplicity that might be relevant to the 

comparison.  Ultimately, though, there doesn’t seem to be any case (at least with regard 

to the debate over the problem of universals) in which a concern for syntactic simplicity 

compels one to prefer a more ontologically profligate theory to a more ontologically 

parsimonious one. 

 

1.4.2 Order of Explanation and Aptness of Paraphrase 

Throughout this first chapter, I’ve taken it for granted that simplicity (of some kind)
77

 and 

explanatory power are theoretical virtues – that is, the greater the simplicity and/or the 

explanatory power of a theory, the better it is, all things being equal.  It’s important to 

point out once again, though, that the other important theoretical feature that I’ve 

discussed, adequacy, is different from these theoretical virtues in a crucial respect.  

Adequacy, as I have characterized it, is the minimum standard for a theory to even be 

considered viable – it isn’t a theoretical virtue, but rather, for the purposes of this 

dissertation, a theoretical requirement. 
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 It’s worth pointing out that there are some (see, e.g., Huemer [2009]) who argue that there isn’t any 

good justification for taking simplicity to be a theoretical virtue.  I’m not going to involve myself in this 

debate; I’m simply assuming (without even attempting to offer justification) that simplicity (in particular, 

ontological parsimony) is a theoretical virtue. 
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 There is another theoretical feature I haven’t yet discussed that I take to have 

something akin to the status of adequacy.  This is the feature that a theory possesses in 

virtue of providing an explanation/analysis of a fact that is truly “explanatorily prior” to 

that fact: in other words, it is the feature of preserving the order of explanation.  I said 

that this feature has “something akin to” the status of adequacy because it doesn’t seem to 

be as obvious a theoretical requirement as is adequacy, nor is it recognized by every party 

to the debate over the problem of universals as being of central importance to the 

viability of a theory.  This latter failure to be recognized as important isn’t, I submit, a 

result of its actual lack of importance in theorizing.  Indeed, it seems obvious to me that, 

while the purpose of an explanation/analysis may be to simplify, clarify, and/or precisify 

a claim (and/or the entailments thereof), there is a basic, intuitive notion of explanatory 

order that must be preserved by that explanation.  This notion of explanatory order is 

involved (at least implicitly) in the intuitive notion of explanation to which I appealed in 

§1.3.3 in drawing the distinction between explanatorily basic and derived commitments.  

There is, for example, an intuitive appeal to thinking that the fact that a thing is blue and 

the fact that it is a cube can serve to explain the further fact that it is a blue cube.  One 

might point out that in this example it seems that the intuition is driven at least in part by 

a preference for simplicity, which would not be surprising given that part of the purpose 

of explanation, as I’ve already said, is simplification.  But, it seems clear that there is also 

some sort of basic notion of explanatory order that needs to be preserved in any attempt 

to simplify a theory via explanation/analysis.  One might naturally think of the 

“Euthyphro problem” of piety (and the related discussions between Socrates and 

Euthyphro in connection with this point), and this is precisely the example to which 

Armstrong [1989: 27-8] appeals in arguing that class nominalism gets the order (or, in his 

terminology, the direction) of explanation incorrect with regard to property possession (I 

discuss this objection in detail in §2.4). 
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The preservation of explanatory order is especially important when considering 

paraphrase as a method of explanation/analysis.  As I mentioned earlier, Quine’s [1960] 

conception of paraphrase requires merely that the paraphrase suits the theorist’s needs as 

well as the sentence being paraphrased and that the theorist herself is the ultimate arbiter 

of whether this is the case.  There are obvious problems with this given that it seems that 

not just any sentence should “count” as a paraphrase of another.  At minimum, it seems 

that one should want a paraphrase that is true whenever the sentence being paraphrased is 

true, and false whenever the sentence being paraphrased is false.  As Quine points out, it 

may be the case that the paraphrase is true/false in cases where the sentence being 

paraphrased has no truth value – this is, at base, what it is to precisify and clarify the 

claims involved in a theory via paraphrase.  However, even these basic standards leave 

room for paraphrases that are illegitimate.  One of the primary grounds for such 

illegitimacy is the lack of the preservation of the order of explanation.  Suppose the 

following sentences are part of the ordinary language description of the world: ‘Bob 

loves Mary’, ‘Bob loves Susie’, ‘Mary has the property of being loved by Bob’, and 

‘Susie has the property of being loved by Bob’.  Now, suppose that a theorist decides to 

regiment the latter two sentences as ‘B(m)’ and ‘B(s)’, respectively, and she decides that 

the first two sentences can be paraphrased away via these two sentences.  Compare this 

theory with one that regiments the first two sentences as ‘L(b, m)’ and ‘L(b, s)’ and 

decides to paraphrase away the latter two sentences of the ordinary description in terms 

of these.  Both theories offer paraphrases that preserve the truth conditions of the original 

sentences.  Furthermore, from the standpoint of ontological parsimony, the first theory is 

superior to the second.  However, only the second theory gets the order of explanation 

correct: Mary’s having the property of being loved by Bob does not explain Bob’s loving 

Mary, but Bob’s loving Mary does explain Mary’s having the property in question. 



76 

 

It is my position that any adequate theory that preserves the order of explanation 

is more viable than one that doesn’t.  To put it another way, the only way that a theory 

that doesn’t preserve the order of explanation is to be considered the most viable is if 

there isn’t any adequate theory that does preserve the order of explanation.  This is why I 

take “preserving the order of explanation” to be a theoretical feature that has a status 

basically akin to that of adequacy.  I’ve tried to give some arguments for this position in 

this section, but, in the end, I take it to be as obvious as the position that a theory needs to 

be adequate to the facts in order to be viable. 

 

1.4.3 Conservatism and Generality 

Quine and Ullian [1970] point to a couple of other virtues that have implicitly factored 

into the discussion of this chapter: conservatism and generality.
78

  In this section, I shall 

make their importance to theory selection more explicit; I’m discussing them in the same 

section because there are some similarities in their respective applications to the debate 

over the problem of universals. 

 

Conservatism 

Conservatism, for Quine and Ullian [1970: 66], is basically the virtue of conflicting with 

as few of one’s background beliefs as possible.  The role of adequacy as a requirement 

for theoretical viability is designed to ensure that any theory selected as viable has 

precisely this sort of virtue.  The whole point of developing the method of theory 

selection in the way that I have is to select a theory that doesn’t conflict with any of the 
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 These are only two of the five virtues they highlight; the others are modesty, simplicity, and 

refutability.  I’ve obviously already discussed simplicity at length, and, for my purposes, modesty can be 

thought to fall under the same heading (modesty is, according to Quine and Ullian, basically the virtue a 

claim enjoys when it is “weaker in a logical sense” [1970: 68] than another claim; they also state explicitly 

that modesty “grades off” into simplicity).  Refutability doesn’t seem relevant to my purposes in this 

dissertation, so I won’t bother discussing it. 
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“Moorean” facts that need to be accounted for in solving the problem of universals.  In 

this sense, then, the demand that a theory be adequate to the facts is a more stringent 

requirement than that it merely conflicts with as few background beliefs as possible – 

adequacy requires that a viable theory conflicts with none of a certain class of 

background beliefs.  This, however, doesn’t mean that the notion of adequacy is at odds 

with the notion of conservatism.  Again, demanding that a theory be adequate to the sorts 

of facts central to the problem of universals simply means that those sorts of facts 

(beliefs) must be preserved at all costs if a theory is to constitute a viable solution to the 

problem of universals.  It may be that the most viable theory of the world must ultimately 

conflict with those facts, but this would simply mean that adequacy/conservatism with 

regard to those facts is “trumped” by some other consideration.  Given that my goal is to 

decide which theory constitutes the best solution to the problem of universals, I am 

obviously starting from the assumption that there is no such “trumping” consideration. 

 There is, however, an issue that needs to be brought out here that seems to have 

more to do with conservatism than adequacy (as I have defined the latter).  I mentioned in 

§1.2 that there are certain sorts of facts that, for my purposes, a theory doesn’t need to 

account for in order to be adequate.  Chief among these are “negative” facts, such as a is 

not-F and a doesn’t exist.  My position is that a theory doesn’t need to include sentences 

that explicitly account for these facts in order to be considered adequate.
79

  However, if it 

is, for example, a fact that there aren’t witches, and if a theory says or entails that there 

are witches, then it seems that such a theory should be considered in a certain sense 

inadequate.  This instance of inadequacy can be seen as an instance of a theory’s failing 

to be conservative: it conflicts with background beliefs (i.e. “Moorean” facts) with which 

it should not conflict.  More important for my purposes, though, are “negative facts” that 
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 This position is similar in certain ways to the view that “truth supervenes on being”, which is a 

position that is adopted in the debate over truthmakers (see, e.g., Merricks [2007: 68-97], who discusses but 

doesn’t adopt the view). 
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are central to the problem of universals.  For example, if the problem of universals is, at 

base, the problem of how to account for naturally-occurring similarities between distinct 

objects, then it seems that accounting for this will require a theory to (be able to) 

distinguish cases in which there are such naturally-occurring similarities from cases in 

which there aren’t such similarities.  For example, if I have three objects, two of which 

are red cubes and one of which is a blue sphere, it seems that a solution to the problem of 

universals should account for the naturally-occurring similarities that are shared by the 

red cubes, but it also should not entail that there is any naturally-occurring similarity 

between either of the cubes and the sphere.  If a general characterization of this demand 

is desired, one might put it in terms of ruling out unwanted consequences and/or 

absurdities. 

 However, this is too fast.  For there seems to be an obvious sense in which there 

are two naturally-occurring similarities that are shared by a red cube and a blue sphere: 

both objects have the properties of being colored and being shaped.  Indeed, it seems that 

if this line of argument is pressed, any two things at all will share a naturally-occurring 

similarity insofar as they both have the property of being a thing (or being a self-identical 

thing).  So, one might think that it isn’t absurd for a theory to entail that there is some 

naturally-occurring similarity shared by either of the cubes and the sphere from above. 

 My response to this is that by ‘naturally-occurring similarity’ I ultimately mean, 

following Rodriguez-Pereyra [2002: 48-50] something like “shared lowest determinate 

property”.  Here, using red things and blue things as an example is misleading because, 

presumably, neither being red nor being blue is a lowest determinate property.  To put it 

another way, being red is a determinable property, just as being colored is – a 

determinate of this property might be something like being burgundy.  As both 

Armstrong [1997: 48] and Rodriguez-Pereyra [2002: 48-9] point out, anything that has a 

determinate property also has the determinable property of which it is a determinate.  
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This means that facts about the distribution of a determinable property, e.g. the fact 

expressed by ‘a is colored’, can be accounted for by sentences expressing facts about the 

distribution of determinates of that property, e.g. ‘a is burgundy’.  As I see it, then, the 

problem of universals is the problem of accounting for the sharing of lowest determinate 

properties (i.e. those properties that are not at all determinable) between distinct things.  

(This, incidentally, fits with my preference for a sparse theory of universals, which I shall 

discuss in §4.1.)  Despite this focus on lowest determinate properties, my examples 

throughout this dissertation will typically involve properties, like being red and being 

blue, that are not in fact lowest determinate properties.  I do this merely for the ease of 

expression: in each of my examples, unless indicated otherwise, the properties involved 

in my ordinary descriptions should be understood to be lowest determinate properties.  

Indeed, I don’t intend to specify what the lowest determinate properties in the actual 

world are – this, it seems to me, is an empirical matter to be settled by science.  My 

primary intent is to produce a theoretical framework that can properly account for the 

facts about the distribution of these lowest determinate properties, whatever they may be.  

And, the point of the foregoing example involving the red cubes and blue sphere is that in 

order for a theoretical framework to be able to do this, it shouldn’t entail that there are 

naturally-occurring similarities (i.e. shared lowest determinate properties) when there 

aren’t any, as is the case with a red cube and a blue sphere.  This is why a theory that 

entails that there are naturally-occurring similarities between these two things should be 

construed as entailing unwanted consequences and/or absurdities – and thus as suffering 

from a devastating lack of conservatism. 

In this way, adequacy and conservatism may be seen as related features in my 

method of theory selection: adequacy requires that a theory say enough to account for the 

facts, but conservatism requires that the theory not say or entail too much (where “too 

much” involves something that would be deemed an unwanted or absurd consequence in 
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light of the “Moorean” facts to be accounted for).  Just as an inadequate theory fails to 

meet a minimum standard of viability, so it seems that a theory that fails to be 

conservative in this sense should also be considered to fail to meet that standard.  The 

importance of this sort of conservatism will become obvious in §2.4 and §2.5. 

 

Generality 

Generality, like conservatism, is related in certain obvious ways to my notion of 

adequacy.  For Quine and Ullian [1970: 73], a hypothesis (or theory, for my purposes) is 

more general insofar as it has a wider range of application.  One way to put this is that a 

theory is more general insofar as it can account for more (and, it seems, more “sorts” of) 

facts.  My notion of adequacy is meant to accommodate a preference for this theoretical 

virtue, at least in a minimal way, by requiring that theories be general enough to account 

for all of the sorts of facts that are central to the problem of universals: “resemblance” 

facts (e.g. a resembles b), property ascriptions (e.g., a is F), “distinctness” facts (e.g. a is 

distinct from b), etc.  This is what I had in mind when I said that generality is related in 

certain obvious ways to adequacy. 

 As was the case with conservatism, there is a role in theory selection for the virtue 

of generality that isn’t completely covered by adequacy.  I mentioned in §1.2 that, in 

addition to the sorts of “negative facts” that I just discussed in connection with 

conservatism, there may be “modal” facts, such as a is possibly F and a possibly exists, 

that a theory doesn’t need to account for in order to be considered adequate.  However, 

there are more “general” possibilities (and necessities) – possibilities that might be called 

“Moorean” – that it seems a theoretical framework should be consistent with for in order 

for it to be considered viable.  To take a simple example, if it is possible that there are 

things that are F (for any property F), a theoretical framework should be consistent with 

this possibility – that is, it should in principle be able to account for there being things 
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that are F.  To take another example, if it is impossible for b to stand in R to a if a stands 

in R to b, then it seems that a theory should be able to account for this.
80

  To take one 

final example, which is for my purposes more important than the other two just 

mentioned, if it is possible that there be two distinct yet qualitatively indistinguishable 

objects, then a theoretical framework should in principle be able to account for this being 

the case.  I shall discuss this example in detail in §2.7. 

 To be clear, then, generality of the sort just mentioned isn’t the same as adequacy.  

Adequacy is explicitly accounting for certain facts; generality is, roughly speaking, being 

able to account for certain facts.  In other words, the more general a theory is, the more 

facts it is consistent with.  There is an obvious sense in which conservatism and 

generality, as I’ve characterized them, are directly related.  If a theory isn’t able to in 

principle account for certain facts, then it is less general than it might be; and if the 

possibility of these facts “obtaining” is firmly entrenched in one’s background beliefs, 

then it seems that such a theory is also less conservative than it might be since it appears 

to be inconsistent with the possibility of their obtaining.  Given the importance that I’ve 

placed on conservatism in theory selection (at least with regard to a specific class of 

facts), it seems that generality is also an important virtue for a theory to possess (again, at 

least with regard to that specific class of facts).  How important it is will, it seems, need 

to be determined on a case-by-case basis.  As I mentioned before, considerations of 

generality will factor heavily into my discussion of universalism in §2.7. 
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 This is obviously an instance of a theory’s needing to account for the “formal features” of a relation.  

It needs to be made clear, though, that accounting for these features need not require the inclusion of an 

additional sentence that specifies, for this example, that R is asymmetrical.  It also needs to be made clear 

that merely including sentences like ‘a stands in R to b’ and failing to include the corresponding sentences 

(‘b stands in R to a’) isn’t enough to account for this fact – this would account, at most, for R’s being non-

symmetrical. 
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1.5 The Plan 

In chapter 2, I apply the foregoing method of theory comparison to the competing 

theories in the debate over the problem of universals.  Doing so will require 

characterizations of these theories (and the various versions thereof), which include 

realism, extreme nominalist theories (e.g. ostrich, predicate, concept, class, and extreme 

resemblance nominalism), moderate (trope) nominalist theories, and (what I am calling) 

universalism.  Each of these latter theories is typically taken to be more ontologically 

parsimonious – and, consequently, more viable – than realism.  I will argue that, 

according to the criteria just discussed, realism is at least as ontologically parsimonious – 

and thus by this standard of viability at least as viable – as each of these theories.  I will 

also, when relevant, compare realism with its competitors while taking into account the 

issues discussed in §1.4 surrounding syntactic simplicity, order of explanation, 

conservatism, and generality.  In most cases in which one of realism’s competitors 

appears to be as viable as realism, I will argue that these considerations (and, in 

particular, the last three) make realism the preferable theory; in a few instances, there 

won’t be an obviously preferable theory (at least based on these considerations), but what 

this ultimately shows, I submit, is that the drive toward simplicity in theorizing (be it 

ontological or otherwise) is not directed away from realism, as is the orthodox view. 

 Chapter 3 contains a detailed discussion of the so-called problem of instantiation.  

The realist’s purported inability to offer a solution to this problem seems to be what 

typically motivates opponents of realism to reject it in favor of one of the other theories 

mentioned above.  My task in this chapter is three-fold.  First, I will distinguish and 

clarify the various related problems that are typically grouped together under the heading 

“the problem of instantiation”.  Next, I will argue that there is at least one realist solution 

to the problem of instantiation that can stand up to the typical objections that are made 

against it, which are based on the mistaken position that realism is more ontologically 
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profligate than its competitors.  Finally, I will explain the way in which the realist’s 

“solution” to the problem can be utilized by other theorists that face analogues of the 

problem of instantiation. 

 In chapter 4, I take up two further issues that face the sort of “Quinean” realism 

that I develop and defend in chapters 1 through 3.  The first is the ability of this sort of 

realist theory to accommodate the traditional realist distinction between universals and 

particulars.  The second is the manner in which relations are treated and relational facts 

accounted for within this theory.  I shall argue that neither of these issues constitutes an 

obstacle to the sort of Quinean realism that I prefer being considered more (or at least as) 

comparatively viable than any of its competitors. 
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Chapter 2: Realism versus its Competitors 

 

The problem of universals is, fundamentally, the problem of how to account for the 

naturally-occurring similarities exhibited by distinct things.  Recall the truncated world 

that I introduced in §1.1, consisting (only) of a blue sphere and a blue cube.  Recall also 

that I characterized the following sentences as partially constituting an ordinary 

description of this world: 

(1) There is a blue sphere 

 (2) There is a blue cube 

 (3) There are two (distinct) blue things 

 (4) There is something that resembles something 

The differences among the competing theories offered as solutions to the problem of 

universals issue from differences in how each of these theories regiments and accounts 

for sentences like these. 

Based on these differences, the theories at issue can be divided into two general 

categories, both of which admit of several sub-divisions.  On the one hand, there are 

those theories in which sentence 4 is to be paraphrased – and thus eliminated –in virtue of 

(regimentations of) sentences like 3.  (Regimentations of) sentences like 3 are, in turn, 

reducible in such theories to (regimentations of) sentences like 1 and 2.
1
  The reasoning 

behind taking sentence 4 to be analyzable in terms of sentences like 3 is most easily seen 

by considering specific instances of the general existential claims found in 1-4.  Suppose, 

for example, we use the individual constant ‘a’ to stand for the blue sphere and the 

individual constant ‘b’ to stand for the blue cube.  Given the introduction of these 

                                                 
1
 Actually, sentences like 1 and 2 are further reducible to sentences like ‘There is a blue thing’ and 

‘There is a cube’.  This, however, doesn’t affect the point I am currently making. 
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constants, the ordinary description of this truncated world may contain the following 

sentences: 

 (1*) a is a blue sphere 

 (1) a is blue 

 (2*) b is a blue cube 

 (2) b is blue 

 (3*) a and b are (distinct) blue things 

 (4*) a resembles b 

 (4) b resembles a 

Now, each of the theories in question takes 4* (and 4) to be explained (i.e. paraphrased) 

by 3* – that is, the resemblance of a and b is explained by their both being blue.  

Likewise, the fact that both a and b are blue is reducible to the two facts that a is blue and 

b is blue – in other words, 3* is reducible to the conjunction of 1 and 2.  This is why I 

say that general resemblance claims (i.e. 4) are eliminable in the theories in question in 

light of (regimentations of) sentences like 3.  The theories in this category are 

distinguished by how they regiment sentences like 1 and 2 (and, by extension, 1*, 1, 2*, 

and 2); among them are ostrich nominalism, predicate nominalism, concept nominalism, 

class nominalism, and realism about universals (both those theories that are committed to 

the existence of particulars and those that aren’t – I call the former realism and the latter 

universalism).
2
 

On the other hand, there are those theories according to which sentences like 1, 2, 

and 3 are, in general, paraphrased by – and thus eliminable in light of – (regimentations 

of) sentences like 4.  Again, the reasoning behind this position is most easily seen if we 

                                                 
2
 My taxonomy in this and the next paragraph of the various different theories adopted as solutions to 

the problem of universals (and especially my taxonomy of the various different kinds of extreme 

nominalism) follows, in many ways, that given by Armstrong [1978a; 1989]. 
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consider 1*-4 instead of 1-4.  For the theories in this category, the fact that a is blue and 

the fact that b is blue (and the fact that they are both blue) are explained by the fact that a 

resembles b (or that some constituent of a resembles some constituent of b).  These 

theories are distinguished from one another by their treatment of
3
 sentences like 4, 4*, 

and 4; among them are various versions of extreme resemblance nominalism and trope 

resemblance nominalism. 

 The proponents of each of the aforementioned theories claim to have the most 

viable solution to the problem of universals.  Having already set out a method for 

comparing the viability of competing theories of the world, I now turn to the application 

of that method in settling this dispute.  My primary focus in this chapter, given the 

importance of ontological parsimony in theory selection, will be to compare the overall 

ontological parsimony of realism to that of each of its competitors.  The proponents of 

each of the alternatives to realism typically appeal to the comparative ontological 

profligacy of realism as the fatal flaw that renders it less viable than any of its 

competitors.  My goal is to show that realism is, in fact, at least as ontologically 

parsimonious – and, consequently, at least as viable – as any of its competitors.  In most 

of the cases in which another theory appears to be as ontologically parsimonious as 

realism, I will argue based on the other theoretical virtues highlighted in chapter 1 that 

realism is nonetheless the preferable theory; as I noted at the end of chapter 1, in a few 

cases there won’t be a clear “victor” emerging from the method of theory selection, but I 

take this to support rather than undermine my defense of realism.  I shall proceed by 

comparing in turn the ontological parsimony of each of realism’s competitors to that of 

realism. 

                                                 
3
 I use the phrase ‘treatment of’ here because the issue is not solely one of regimentation.  For example, 

where the extreme resemblance nominalist simply regiments ‘a resembles b’ into her theory, the trope 

resemblance nominalist paraphrases this sentence, and only then does she regiment the resulting 

sentence(s) into her theory.  This point will become clearer in §2.5 and §2.6. 
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2.1 Ostrich Nominalism 

Consider again the two things that exist in the truncated world I described in §1.1.   Both 

of these things are blue and, consequently,
4
 resemble one another.  The ostrich nominalist 

(ostrich for short) holds that the resemblance holding between these things is explained 

by their both being blue (thus the eliminability of sentence 4 in light of the regimentation 

of sentences like 1 and 2).  But, it might be asked, what explains their both being blue?  

According to the ostrich, there is no explanation to be had.  Each of them just is blue.  

There is nothing further to be said about the matter – that a given thing is blue is taken to 

be primitive:
5
 

[…W]e have nothing to say about what makes a F, it just is F; that is a 

basic and inexplicable fact about the universe […] Why be dissatisfied 

with this?  Explanation must stop somewhere.  What better place than with 

a fundamental physical fact of our world? [Devitt 1980: 97] 

 

[…] ‘a is charged’, ‘a is square’, and ‘a has mass’ may all report 

metaphysically primitive truths – there may be no interesting constitutive 

account that can be given of such truths.  Another way of putting this is 

that, for the sensible nominalist, there just are charged things, square 

things, and massive things, and there is nothing more to be said about the 

matter. [Melia 2005: 71]
6
 

 

                                                 
4
 I don’t mean to “load the dice” against resemblance nominalists here by implying that, as a matter of 

fact, the resemblance of the things is explained by their both being blue.  However, since both ostrich 

nominalists and realists accept this implication, I shall treat it as uncontroversial in this section (as well as 

in the sections on predicate, concept, and class nominalisms).  I’ll address this issue in more detail in §2.5. 
5
 As Pickel and I [2012, footnote 1] point out, Devitt [1980] rejects the label ‘ostrich nominalist’ 

because he thinks that philosophers that posit universals in response to the so-called one-over-many 

problem are mirage realists: they adopt realism as a response to a problem that isn’t really there.  For ease 

of exposition, however, I shall continue to use the label ‘ostrich nominalist’ for those philosophers that (i) 

do not posit universals, and (ii) do not view the realist’s explanatory demand as legitimate.  I will argue just 

ahead that the realist’s explanatory demand is indeed legitimate, but my use of the label ‘ostrich nominalist’ 

should not be taken to indicate that I assume this to be the case. 
6
‘Sensible nominalist’ is Melia’s label for what I’m labeling ‘ostrich nominalist’. 
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The easiest way to understand this point is in contrast with the realist’s way of handling 

sentences like ‘There is a blue thing’ or ‘a is blue’.  The realist holds that there are 

ordinary language paraphrases of such sentences available that provide an analysis of 

them (i.e. ‘There is something that instantiates blue(ness)’ or ‘a instantiates blue(ness)’).  

The ostrich, on the other hand, denies that there are any available ordinary language 

paraphrases of these sorts of sentences that provide an analysis of them.  So, the ostrich 

regiments sentences like these into the language of first-order logic, and she takes the 

resulting sentences to be unanalyzable (i.e. primitive) – given my treatment of theories as 

sets of (regimented) sentences, this is what it is for a theory to accept, e.g., ‘a is blue’ as 

“reporting a metaphysically primitive truth”.  The realist, on the other hand, takes these 

sentences to be analyzable in terms of the ordinary language sentences just mentioned, 

which she regiments into the language of first-order logic and takes to be unanalyzable 

(i.e. primitive). 

 Clearly, there is a fundamental disagreement between the realist and the ostrich 

regarding the availability of a uniform analysis of sentences like these.  Like most 

philosophers, it seems that the ostrich should concede that such an analysis should be 

offered if available.  Indeed, Devitt [1980], in defending ostrich nominalism against 

realism, makes just such a concession: 

Armstrong feels that we need to go further [than leaving these sorts of 

sentences unanalyzed].  How can we tell who is right?  There is one sure 

sign that explanation has not gone far enough: an explanation that goes 

further. [97] 

 

The realist obviously holds that there is such an explanation available – namely, the 

appeal to universals that she employs.  In fact, “ostrich” nominalists are labeled as such 

by Armstrong [1978a; 1980], a realist, because he takes them to be dismissing as 

illegitimate (and thus “burying their heads in the sand”) a demand for explanation that is 
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wholly possible to be met.  So, the onus appears to be on the ostrich to provide an 

explanation of why the realist’s demand for an analysis of these sorts of sentences – and, 

consequently, the realist’s own analysis of these sorts of sentences – is illegitimate. 

 Devitt [1980: 97-8] and Lewis [1983: 20-3] both offer what amounts to the same 

basic argument against the legitimacy of the realist’s analysis (and, by extension, her 

demand for explanation) of monadic predications like ‘a is blue’.  The objection is that 

the realist’s purported analysis results in ontological extravagance without explanatory 

gain.  For example, the realist accepts that the sentence ‘a is blue’ is to be paraphrased by 

(something like) the following ordinary language sentence: ‘a instantiates blue(ness)’.  

Regimenting this into the language of first-order logic, the realist arrives at: 

‘Instantiates(a, blue)’.  The ostrich, on the other hand, holds that there is no ordinary-

language paraphrase of ‘a is blue’ available that would meet the realist’s explanatory 

demands; consequently, she endorses the following regimentation of ‘a is blue’: 

‘Blue(a)’.  According to the objection, the ostrich’s theory incurs an ontological 

commitment only to a, a particular, in virtue of the regimented sentence she endorses, 

whereas the realist incurs an ontological commitment to both a, a particular, and blue, a 

universal, in virtue of the regimented sentence she endorses.  This expansion of the 

realist’s ontology would be acceptable if it afforded the realist’s theory comparatively 

more explanatory power than the ostrich’s.  But, argue both Devitt and Lewis, the 

realist’s theory merely replaces a monadic predication (‘Blue(a)’) with a dyadic 

predication (‘Instantiates(a, blue)’) and leaves the latter unanalyzed.  The realist still has 

a primitive predication, so it’s unclear how exactly her theory is supposed to be more 

explanatorily powerful than the ostrich’s.
7
  And, to make matters worse, it seems that 

she’s expanded the ontology of her theory without any explanatory gain to show for it. 

                                                 
7
 As Devitt [1980: 98] puts it: “If there is a problem with a being F then there is at least an equal 

problem about a having F-ness.”  Similarly, Lewis [1983: 23] says: “How does Armstrong [i.e. the realist] 
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 In what follows, I’ll argue that this accusation of ontological extravagance 

without explanatory gain cannot be justifiably made against the realist’s theory.  In 

particular, I’ll argue that it is the ostrich’s theory – not the realist’s – that ultimately has 

the more profligate ontology and is thus subject to the charge of ontological extravagance 

without explanatory gain. 

 

2.1.1 Comparing Ontological Commitments: Ostrich vs. Realist8 

Consider a world (call it W1) in which there are only the following objects: a blue cube 

(call it a), a blue sphere (call it b), a red cube (call it c), and a red cone (call it d).  An 

ordinary description of such a world will include the following “atomic”
9
 ordinary 

language sentences (call this List 1): 

 a is blue a is a cube  b is blue b is a sphere c is red   

 c is a cube d is red  d is a cone 

In addition (and pertinent to the debate over the problem of universals), the ordinary 

description will include (call this List 2): 

 a resembles b  b resembles a  a resembles c 

 c resembles a  c resembles d  d resembles c 

Now, as I mentioned previously, both the realist and the ostrich agree that the sentences 

belonging to List 2 are to be explained by sentences belonging to List 1.  Their reasons 

                                                                                                                                                 
do without primitive predication?  He doesn’t.  Consider the predicate ‘instantiates’ (or ‘has’), as in 

‘particular a instantiates universal F’ or ‘this electron has unit charge’.  No one-off analysis applies to this 

specific predicate.” 
8
 Much of §2.1.1 and §2.1.2 follow the line of argumentation found in Pickel and Mantegani [2012]. 

9
 One might wonder why I begin with the “atomic” sentences rather than “molecular” sentences like ‘a 

is a blue cube’.  The reason is tied directly to the distinction I made in §1.3.3 between explanatorily basic 

and derived commitments – I address this issue as it pertains to the debate between the realist and the 

ostrich in my discussion of Objection 2 in §2.1.2. 
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for thinking this seem straightforward – after all, it seems intuitive that a resembles b in 

virtue of their both being blue, and not vice versa.
10

  So, to put this in terms of the notion 

of paraphrase (and to consider a specific example), ‘a resembles b’ is, for both the realist 

and the ostrich, to be paraphrased by – and thus eliminated in terms of – the sentences ‘a 

is blue’ and ‘b is blue’.  Thus, in providing an “official” regimentation of her theory, 

neither a realist nor an ostrich, as I am characterizing them, includes regimentations of 

the sentences belonging to List 2.  It follows that an assessment of the comparative 

ontological parsimony of these two theories must ultimately be based (at least in the first 

place) on the existential sentences entailed by their respective regimentations of the 

sentences belonging to List 1.  I turn to providing these regimentations and their relevant 

entailments. 

 The realist holds that each of the sentences belonging to List 1 is to be analyzed 

(i.e. paraphrased) by an ordinary-language dyadic predication of the following sort: ‘x 

instantiates y’.  For example, ‘a is blue’ is paraphrased by ‘a instantiates blue’.  The 

realist accepts such a paraphrase because she holds that ordinary monadic predications 

like ‘a is blue’ are to be explained in terms of the instantiation of something (a 

“universal”, blue) by another thing (a “particular”, a).
11

  So, strictly speaking, the realist 

does not regiment the sentences belonging to List 1 directly into the language of first-

order logic; instead, she regiments paraphrases of them into the language of first-order 

logic.  Now, both ‘a’ and ‘blue’ occur as names in the realist’s ordinary language 

paraphrase of ‘a is blue’.  Thus, regimenting each of these ordinary language paraphrases 

into the language of first-order logic results in the following: 

 

                                                 
10

 Obviously, this claim is not accepted by all parties to the debate over the problem of universals.  See 

§2.5 and §2.6. 
11

 I shall discuss ahead in this section and in §4.1 issues surrounding the use of the terms ‘universal’ 

and ‘particular’. 
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Instantiates(a, blue)  Instantiates(a, cube) 

Instantiates(b, blue)  Instantiates(b, sphere) 

Instantiates(c, red)  Instantiates(c, cube) 

Instantiates(d, red)  Instantiates(d, cone) 

In each of these dyadic predications, both of the names of which ‘Instantiates’ is 

predicated are accessible to first-order quantification, whereas the predicate ‘Instantiates’ 

is not.  In light of this, it seems clear that these sentences collectively entail only one 

basic existential sentence (in virtue of the employment of the predicate ‘Instantiates’): 

 xy Instantiates(x, y) 

This sentence is left unanalyzed in the realist’s theory. 

As I mentioned in the previous section, the ostrich does not offer ordinary 

language paraphrases of monadic predications like ‘a is blue’ – she simply regiments 

these into the language of first-order logic.  So, the ostrich will regiment the sentences of 

List 1 as follows: 

 Blue(a) Cube(a) Blue(b) Sphere(b) 

 Red(c)  Cube(c) Red(d)  Cone(d) 

Given that there are five distinct predicates employed in these eight sentences, these 

sentences have five distinct, basic, first-order existential entailments: 

 x Blue(x)  x Cube(x)  x Sphere(x) 

 x Red(x)  x Cone(x) 

Each of these sentences is left unanalyzed in the ostrich’s theory. 

 Now, in order to compare the ontological parsimony of the realist’s theory for W1 

to that of the ostrich’s, we obviously need to determine what the respective ontological 

commitments of the theories are.  And, as I established in §1.3.2 and §1.3.3, the 
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explanatorily basic qualitative ontological commitments of the two theories are of 

primary importance to this comparison, for if one theory has more explanatorily basic 

qualitative commitments than the other, then it is a less ontologically parsimonious 

theory.  So, how many respective explanatorily basic qualitative commitments does each 

theory of W1 have?  As discussed in §1.3.3, one must look to the unanalyzable predicates 

used (outside the scope of a negation) in a theory to determine the number of 

explanatorily basic qualitative commitments that theory has. 

Ignoring the unanalyzed predicates – and the corresponding basic commitments – 

that are shared by the realist and the ostrich (e.g. the dyadic predicate expressing 

identity), it seems that the realist has a single, dyadic predicate that remains unanalyzed: 

‘Instantiates(x, y)’.  How many explanatorily basic ontological commitments does the 

employment of this predicate generate?  It seems that the answer, given the apparent 

asymmetry of the “relation” of instantiation, must be two.  The inclusion of the sentence 

‘xy Instantiates(x, y)’ in a theory says that there are things of two kinds: things that 

instantiate things and things that are instantiated by things. 

One might, of course, point out here that realists typically claim to be committed 

to things of two fundamental kinds that are different than those just mentioned: namely, 

particulars and universals.  Thus, it might seem that a theory needs to include the 

additional unanalyzable monadic predicates ‘Particular(x)’ and ‘Universal(x)’ in order to 

be a proper realist theory.  However, one might be able to avoid the use of such 

unanalyzable predicates – and thereby avoid the explanatorily basic ontological 

commitments that are generated by their use – by either defining them in terms of the 

dyadic predicate ‘Instantiates(x, y)’, or else paraphrasing sentences involving these 

predicates in terms of sentences including ‘Instantiates(x, y)’.  I shall discuss this issue in 

detail in §4.1, where I will argue that ‘Instantiates(x, y)’ is the only explanatorily basic 

predicate needed by the realist.  In anticipation of these arguments (and in order to reduce 
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the complexity of the arguments of this chapter), I shall assume throughout this chapter 

that realist theories do not need to incur commitments to particulars and universals in 

addition to their commitments to things that instantiate things and things that are 

instantiated by things. 

So, the realist’s theory for W1 has two explanatorily basic commitments: (1) a 

commitment to things that instantiate things and (2) a commitment to things that are 

instantiated by things.  The ostrich’s theory leaves five monadic predicates unanalyzed: 

‘Blue(x)’, ‘Cube(x)’, ‘Sphere(x)’, ‘Red(x)’, and ‘Cone(x)’.  How many explanatorily 

basic qualitative ontological commitments does the theory’s inclusion of these five 

unanalyzed predicates generate?  The answer seems obvious: five.  The reason is that 

each of the five basic existential statements corresponding to these the predicates 

generates a commitment to at least one thing of an explanatorily basic kind.  The ostrich’s 

theory for W1 thus incurs the following explanatorily basic commitments: (1) a 

commitment to blue things; (2) a commitment to cubes; (3) a commitment to spheres; (4) 

a commitment to red things; and (5) a commitment to cones.  Thus, the ostrich’s theory 

for W1 has more explanatorily basic qualitative ontological commitments than does the 

realist’s theory, which, according to the method of theory comparison set out in chapter 

1, means that the ostrich’s is also the more ontologically profligate of the two theories. 

 

2.1.2 Responses to Objections 

The ostrich might initially worry that the foregoing shows only that her theory for W1 is 

more profligate than the realist’s theory for W1 – it doesn’t show that an ostrich 

nominalist theory for any given world will be more ontologically profligate than a realist 

theory for that same world.  Crucially, this objection continues, nothing that I have said 

shows that an ostrich nominalist theory for the actual world – the one in which you and I 

live – will be more ontologically profligate than a realist theory for the actual world. 
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My response is as follows.  In the first place, I concede that part of what I have 

shown so far is that the ostrich’s theory for W1 is more profligate than the realist’s theory 

for W1.  However, this doesn’t mean that this is all I have shown.  My background 

assumption in characterizing W1 is that it exhibits the sorts of features that need to be 

accounted for by any theory that is supposed to be a “solution” to the problem of 

universals – in particular, those sorts of facts that might be called “resemblance” or 

“similarity” facts.  W1 has five different ways in which things resemble one another, each 

of which corresponds to one of the five explanatorily basic monadic predicates utilized 

by the ostrich.  Once again, according to Quine’s Criterion, this means that the ostrich’s 

theory for W1 is committed to things of five explanatorily basic kinds.  The realist, on the 

other hand, analyzes these five different ways that things can resemble each other in W1 

in terms of one explanatorily basic dyadic predicate (‘Instantiates(x, y)’).  And, again, this 

means that the realist’s theory for W1 is committed to things of two explanatorily basic 

kinds.  It also seems that, according to Quine’s Criterion, a realist’s theory for any world 

will be committed to things of two explanatorily basic sorts in virtue of its analysis of the 

resemblance facts of that particular world.  An ostrich’s theory for a given world, 

however, will be committed to things of as many explanatorily basic sorts as there are 

(unanalyzable) ways that things resemble each other in that world, for each way that 

things resemble each other will require the use of an explanatorily basic monadic 

predicate.  So, the upshot is that the only ostrich nominalist theories that are more 

ontologically parsimonious than their realist counterparts are those for worlds in which 

there is a single way that things resemble each other.  If the actual world is like this, then 

the ostrich nominalist’s theory will turn out to be more ontologically parsimonious than 

the realist’s.  It seems that this issue can only be settled empirically.  However, I submit 

that it seems at best unlikely that the actual world is this way.  For example, even if the 

actual world consists only of things that have mass, charge, and spin (and thus resemble 
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each other in each of these ways), the ostrich’s theory turns out to be more profligate than 

the realist’s. 

 Having responded to this initial worry, I can turn to considering the two primary 

objections that the ostrich might make against my claim that her theory for W1 is more 

ontologically profligate than the realist’s.  The objections both center on the claim that I 

have somehow miscounted the ontological commitments of the two theories.  Some 

aspects of my responses will be familiar from my arguments for the method of theory 

comparison arrived at in chapter 1, but I repeat the important points here in order to 

emphasize the erroneous nature of the ostrich’s objections. 

 

Objection 1: The ostrich’s theory really has four commitments; the realist’s has nine. 

According to this objection, I have miscounted the ontological commitments of both the 

ostrich’s theory for W1 and the realist’s theory for W1.  The ostrich’s theory has four 

ontological commitments: (1) to a blue cube, (2) to a blue sphere, (3) to a red cube, and 

(4) to a red cone.  The realist’s theory, on the other hand, has nine ontological 

commitments:
12

 (1) to a, (2) to b, (3) to c, (4) to d, (5) to blue, (6) to red, (7) to cube, (8) 

to sphere, and (9) to cone.  Thus, according to this objection, the realist’s theory is more 

ontologically profligate than the ostrich’s. 

 This objection is based on the claim that the comparative ontological parsimony 

of a theory is to be assessed based on a count of the individual things to which it is 

committed rather than based on a count of the (explanatorily basic) kinds of things to 

which it is committed.  As Pickel and I [2012: 8] point out, this position is ultimately 

                                                 
12

 Commitment 1 should not be thought of as a commitment to something identical to a, if this requires 

the realist to hold that a commitment to a is a commitment to something essentially different from, say, b.  

(See my discussion of individual constants in §1.3.2.)  Instead, 1 is merely a commitment to some 

individual, and this commitment is distinct from each of the other commitments 2-9.  (Mutatis mutandis for 

commitments 2-9.) 
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motivated by something like the claim that a commitment to, e.g., blue things is just a 

commitment to the individual things that turn out to be blue.  What is more, the ostrich 

who adopts this position will invariably point to Quine’s Criterion as supporting it.  Josh 

Parsons seems to give voice to just this sort of position when he says: 

[A]ccording to Quine's criterion of ontological commitment, to say ‘There 

is a red surface’ commits us to no more things than ‘There is a surface’ 

commits us to. [Parsons 1999: 327] 

 

Given that I have argued for the adoption of Quine’s Criterion as the principle according 

to which a theory’s ontological commitments are to be determined, I need to show that 

Quine’s Criterion is inconsistent with this position if I am to adequately respond to the 

ostrich’s objection.  In other words, I need to show that the aforementioned statement 

from Parsons is based upon a fundamental misunderstanding of Quine’s Criterion.  To be 

clear, I am not interested in whether Quine himself views his own criterion of ontological 

commitment as supporting a position like Parsons’s; however, I will argue that if Quine’s 

Criterion is to avoid the problems that Quine himself believes an appropriate criterion of 

ontological commitment should avoid, then a commitment to, say, blue things must be 

construed as being different from a commitment to the individual things that turn out to 

be blue.  (It should be noted here that the ability to avoid these problems factors heavily 

into my argument in favor of the adoption of Quine’s Criterion in §1.3.1.)  I will then 

argue that it follows from this that a commitment to, say, blue things is distinct from a 

commitment to, say, cubes, even if all and only the blue things turn out to be cubes.  This 

conclusion shows that the ostrich’s objection is based on a miscalculation of her theory’s 

ontological commitments. 
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In §1.3.1, I claimed that an adequate
13

 criterion of ontological commitment should 

determine that theories that seem to disagree over what there is have different ontological 

commitments.  I won’t argue for this claim (and, indeed, I’m not sure how I would go 

about doing so), for it seems obvious to me that two theories are to be characterized as 

disagreeing over what there is in virtue of saying (or entailing) that there are different 

things.  And, if saying (or entailing) that there are different things is tantamount to having 

different ontological commitments (and it seems clear to me that it is), then two theories 

that disagree about what there is ipso facto have different ontological commitments.  In 

§1.3.1, I appealed to this claim in arguing for the adoption of Quine’s Criterion.  My 

motivation for doing so is straightforward enough: Quine himself implicitly appeals to 

this claim in motivating his criterion of ontological commitment.  In particular, his 

discussion of the problem of Plato’s Beard, which I originally discussed in §1.3.2, shows 

that the problem itself issues from an improper conception of how to ascribe ontological 

commitments to a theory (and, correspondingly, an inadequate method of characterizing 

ontological disagreements). 

The problem, as Quine initially puts it, is “that in any ontological dispute the 

proponent of the negative side suffers the disadvantage of not being able to admit that his 

opponent disagrees with him” [1948: 1].  If I want to deny the existence of something 

that my opponent posits, it seems that I am in no position to characterize our 

disagreement, for it seems that such a characterization would require that I “admit that 

there are some things which [my opponent] countenances and I do not, [and] in admitting 

that there are such things I should be contradicting my own rejection of them” [Quine 

1948: 1].  Quine ultimately thinks that this problem stems from the ascription of 

ontological commitments to a theory based on whatever must exist in order to render the 

sentences that constitute it meaningful.  So, for a singular term to be meaningfully used in 

                                                 
13

 In a non-technical sense of ‘adequate’. 
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a theory – even in sentences of the form ‘a does not exist’ – one must attribute to that 

theory a commitment to the referent of the singular term (which, according to the 

standard conception of singular terms, is the meaning of the term).  Thus, for example, 

the denial that Pegasus exists commits one who denies it to the existence of Pegasus.  

Quine thinks that this is obviously problematic: a theory should not incur an ontological 

commitment to something in virtue of including a sentence expressing the denial of its 

existence.  To think otherwise is to mischaracterize the disagreement between someone 

who endorses ‘Pegasus exists’ and someone who endorses ‘Pegasus does not exist’.  

Extending this to a dispute between a realist and a nominalist over what there is, Quine 

holds that the meaningful use of predicates doesn’t commit one to things that serve as 

meanings of those predicate (which are typically taken to be universals).  Once again, 

Quine thinks that taking the nominalist to be committed to such things when she 

explicitly (or even implicitly) denies their existence is to mischaracterize the 

disagreement between the realist and the nominalist. 

What emerges from this is Quine’s preferred method of ascribing ontological 

commitments to a theory: 

We commit ourselves to an ontology containing numbers when we say 

there are prime numbers larger than a million; we commit ourselves to an 

ontology containing centaurs when we say there are centaurs; and we 

commit ourselves to an ontology containing Pegasus when we say Pegasus 

is.  But we do not commit ourselves to an ontology containing Pegasus or 

the author of Waverly or the round square cupola on Berkeley College 

when we say that Pegasus or the author of Waverly or the cupola in 

question is not. [1948: 8] 

 

Simply put, if a theory says that there are Fs, it incurs an ontological commitment to Fs; 

if it says that there aren’t Fs, it incurs no such ontological commitment.  What about if a 

theory says neither that there are Fs nor that there aren’t Fs?  It seems clear to me that if 

someone constructs a theory that says nothing about, say, witches, I should have no 
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reason to ascribe to this theory an ontological commitment to witches.  Quine appears to 

agree: 

We can very easily involve ourselves in ontological commitments by 

saying, for example, that there is something (bound variable) which red 

houses and sunsets have in common; or that there is something which is a 

prime number larger than a million. But this is, essentially, the only way 

we can involve ourselves in ontological commitments: by our use of 

bound variables. [1948: 12; my emphasis] 

 

So, it seems clear that Quine’s Criterion is, at base, meant to be consistent with (if not an 

outright statement of) the claim that a theory incurs ontological commitments only to 

whatever it says there is. 

 Consider again Parsons’s claim that the inclusion of ‘There is a red surface’ in a 

theory commits that theory to “no more things” than does the inclusion of ‘There is a 

surface’.  The idea seems to be that a theory that commits to surfaces is already 

committed to whatever things turn out to be surfaces in its ontology.  And, since anything 

that is a red surface is a surface, saying that there is a red surface doesn’t increase the 

ontological commitments of a theory already committed to surfaces, for the red surfaces 

are already among those things that the theory is committed to in saying that there are 

surfaces. 

 This line of reasoning, however, is in direct opposition to the spirit of Quine’s 

Criterion.  Consider two theories, one that includes the sentence ‘There is at least one 

surface’, and another that includes ‘There is at least one red surface’.  Do these theories 

have different ontological commitments?  The former theory has a commitment to 

surfaces, whereas the latter theory has a commitment to red surfaces.  Presumably, the 

latter theory is also committed to surfaces, given that all red surfaces are surfaces.  

However, a commitment to red surfaces is not to be ascribed to the former theory, for it 

doesn’t include a sentence saying that there are red surfaces.  It should, after all, be 
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possible to commit to surfaces without having to be committed to any red surfaces.  If a 

criterion of ontological commitment is to allow for this possibility, then it must entail that 

these two commitments are distinct.  Thus, including ‘There is at least one red surface’ in 

a theory does commit a theory to more than including ‘There is at least one surface’ does: 

the latter does not entail a commitment to red surfaces, whereas the former does.  

Furthermore, if a commitment to red surfaces is additional to a commitment to surfaces, 

then a commitment to red surfaces cannot just be a commitment to all the things that turn 

out to be red surfaces: if it were, then the inclusion of ‘There is at least one red surface’ in 

a theory wouldn’t generate any ontological commitments in addition to those generated 

by the inclusion of ‘There is at least one surface’.  But, I’ve already argued that it does. 

 The foregoing shows that Quine’s Criterion (or, for that matter, any criterion of 

ontological commitment that is supposed to accurately characterize ontological disputes) 

should be understood as being consistent with the following two principles: 

(P1) A commitment to, say, Fs is distinct from a commitment to, say, 

Gs, even if all of the Fs are Gs. 

 

(P2) A commitment to, say, Fs is distinct from a commitment to all the 

things that turn out to be F. 

 

Interestingly enough, these two principles seem to allow for a rough way of formulating 

the distinction between qualitative and quantitative parsimony that I introduced in §1.3.2.  

More interesting for my immediate purposes, however, is the fact that these two 

principles are inconsistent with Parsons’s position: indeed, his adoption of P2 is what 

seems to justify his adoption of P1.  More generally, these principles are inconsistent 

with the way of counting ontological commitments that underwrites the ostrich’s 

objection.  It seems that, according to these principles, the ostrich’s theory for W1 has 

distinct ontological commitments to: (1) a blue cube, (2) a blue sphere, (3) a red cube, (4) 

a red cone, (5) blue things, (6) cubes, (7) spheres, (8) red things, and (9) cones.  The 
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realist’s theory for W1, on the other hand, has distinct ontological commitments to: (1) a, 

(2) b, (3) c, (4) d, (5) blue, (6) red, (7) cube, (8) sphere, (9) cone, (10) things that 

instantiate things, and (11) things that are instantiated by things. 

 The foregoing seems to indicate that the realist’s theory for W1 is, as the ostrich 

claims it is, more ontologically profligate than the ostrich’s theory for W1.  So, even 

though the ostrich’s way of counting her commitments turned out to be incorrect, she 

might still conclude that her theory enjoys greater ontological parsimony – and thus 

greater viability – than the realist’s.  However, given the arguments of §1.3.2 establishing 

the greater importance of qualitative parsimony over quantitative parsimony in the 

assessment of overall ontological commitment, this conclusion is obviously mistaken.
14

  

(I won’t repeat those arguments here.)  The ostrich has five qualitative commitments 

(each of 5-9 on the list of commitments incurred by the ostrich’s theory is a distinct 

qualitative commitment), whereas the realist has only two (10 and 11 are the only distinct 

qualitative commitments on the list of the commitments incurred by the realist’s theory).  

Thus, this objection is based on an erroneous way of counting a theory’s ontological 

commitments (insofar as they are relevant to its overall parsimony), and the ostrich’s 

theory for W1 is more ontologically profligate than the realist’s theory for W1. 

 

Objection 2: The ostrich’s theory really has one commitment; the realist’s has two. 

This objection, it seems to me, is the most obvious one for the ostrich to make against the 

way I have counted the ontological commitments of her theory.  It is certainly an 

objection that is consistent with the traditional way of understanding the debate between 

                                                 
14

 It is worth pointing out that this objection is, in the first place, motivated by a count according to 

which only the quantitative commitments of each respective theory are counted.  The second count that I 

proposed in considering this objection is one according to which both the qualitative and quantitative 

commitments of each respective theory are counted.  The final count, obviously, is one according to which 

only the qualitative commitments of each respective theory are counted. 
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the realist and the nominalist.  The objection goes like this.  The ostrich concedes that the 

economy of a theory’s qualitative commitments is what is most important in the 

assessment of overall ontological parsimony.  However, she claims that I have 

miscounted the qualitative commitments of her theory.  Indeed, she claims that her theory 

has only one qualitative commitment: (1) to particulars.  The realist’s theory, on the other 

hand, has two qualitative commitments: (1) to particulars and (2) to universals.  Thus, she 

argues, her theory is more ontologically parsimonious than the realist’s. 

 Now, the first question to ask is this: In virtue of what does the ostrich’s theory 

incur a commitment to particulars?  According to Quine’s Criterion, the only way that a 

theory can incur a commitment to particulars is by including (or entailing, which, given 

the assumption of closure under first-order entailment, comes to the same thing) the 

following (regimented) sentence: ‘x Particular(x)’.  It seems clear that the ostrich’s 

regimented theory neither includes nor entails this sentence, and thus incurs no 

commitment to particulars. 

 The ostrich might respond by claiming that while her theory doesn’t include the 

aforementioned sentence, each of the things to which she is committed is nevertheless a 

particular – after all, blue things, cubical things, spherical things, red things, and conical 

things all seem to be paradigmatic examples of particulars.  But, assuming that ‘x 

Particular(x)’ is still not included in the ostrich’s theory, this claim ignores the Quinean 

pattern: a theory can only involve itself in a commitment to Fs if it contains the sentence 

‘x Fx’.  The only way, it seems, that an ostrich might be entitled to claim that all of the 

existential sentences of her theory commit her to particulars would be if she has reason to 

claim that particulars are the only kind of thing over which the variables of her theory 

range.  But is unclear why anyone should accept this claim for the ostrich’s theory as it 

stands.  To see why, consider the fact that the ostrich, in arguing that her theory is more 

parsimonious than the realist’s, must claim not only that particulars are the only kind of 
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thing over which variables of her theory range, but that the variables of the realist’s 

theory range over universals in addition to particulars – or, at the very least, that the 

variables of the realist’s theory range over things of two kinds, whereas the variables of 

the ostrich’s theory range over things of only one kind (particulars).  But, the only non-

question begging reason that one assessing ontological commitment according to Quine’s 

Criterion might suppose the variables of the realist’s theory to range over things of at 

least two kinds is that the realist’s theory includes the following existential sentence: 

‘xy Instantiates(x, y)’.  In other words, it is only because the realist’s theory explicitly 

says that that there are things of two different kinds that it should be supposed to have 

variables that range over things of at least two kinds.  The ostrich’s theory (for W1), on 

the other hand, explicitly says that there are things of five different kinds.  So, based on 

this line of reasoning, it seems that the variables of the ostrich’s theory must range over 

things of at least five different kinds. 

 Again, the ostrich might retreat.  The crux of her position seems to be that 

committing to universals in addition to particulars is somehow more important than 

committing to, say, blue things in addition to, say, cubes.  One traditional way of putting 

this is to say that a commitment to universals constitutes a commitment to things of a new 

category, whereas commitments to blue things and cubes are commitments to things of 

the same category (that of particulars).  To see why this reasoning is misguided, one can 

look to Quine’s [1951b] criticism of Carnap’s [1950] distinction between “external” and 

“internal” questions.  For Carnap, external questions are questions to be settled before the 

adoption of a linguistic framework for a theory.  Questions like ‘Are there universals?’ 

and ‘Are there physical objects?’ seem to be paradigmatic questions of this sort: these 

questions are, in the first place, questions about whether to adopt a linguistic framework 

according to which there are universals or physical objects.  Once such a framework is 

adopted, however, these specific questions turn out to be either trivially true or false: if it 
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is the case that the linguistic framework is one according to which there are universals, 

then it is trivially (i.e. analytically) true that there are universals.  For Carnap, after the 

linguistic framework is adopted, questions like these become (trivially true or false) 

internal questions.  There are other non-trivial internal questions that may be asked, such 

as ‘Is there a universal blue?’ (for a framework that posits universals) or ‘Are there 

electrons?’ (for a framework that posits, say, physical objects), and these are to be settled 

empirically. 

 Quine’s claim is that the external-internal distinction is based on a distinction 

between what he calls “category” and “subclass” questions: 

It begins to appear […] that Carnap’s dichotomy of questions of existence 

is a dichotomy between questions of the form “Are there so-and-so’s?” 

where the so-and-so’s purport to exhaust the range of a particular style of 

bound variables, and questions of the form “Are there so-and-so’s?” where 

the so-and-so’s do not purport to exhaust the range of a particular style of 

bound variables.  Let me call the former questions category questions, and 

the latter ones subclass questions. [1951b: 207] 

Quine points out that Carnap’s external questions are category questions “conceived as 

propounded before the adoption of a given language” [1951b: 207]; Carnap’s internal 

questions, on the other hand, are either subclass questions or category questions asked 

after the adoption of a given language (and thus either trivially true or false).  The use of 

the word ‘category’ here fits well with the traditional use of the word that I introduced in 

the previous paragraph.  Furthermore, Quine’s distinction between category and subclass 

questions seems to capture the fundamental distinction underlying the traditional view 

that a commitment to universals in addition to particulars is more important from the 

standpoint of overall ontological parsimony than a commitment to, say, blue things in 

addition to cubes: committing to a new subclass of things within an already-established 

category is plausibly less important than committing to a wholly new category of things. 



106 

 

To characterize the ostrich’s position in terms of Quine’s category-subclass 

distinction, her claim that particulars are the only kinds of things to which her theory is 

committed is a claim about the categories, rather than the subclasses, of things to which 

her theory is committed.  In other words, particulars purportedly exhaust the range of the 

bound variables employed in the ostrich’s theory.  But, if this is in fact what motivates 

the ostrich’s claim that her commitment to particulars is a commitment to things of a 

single category, then it is unclear what grounds the ostrich could have for claiming that 

the realist’s commitment to universals (as well as her commitment to particulars, for that 

matter) is also a “categorial” commitment.  The reason for this is that neither universals 

alone nor particulars alone “purport to exhaust” the range of a single style of bound 

variables employed in a first-order realist theory.  In a first-order realist theory of the sort 

I outlined in the previous section, both universals and particulars are within the range of 

the theory’s bound variables (which are all of one “style”).  Thus, both particulars and 

universals (or things that instantiate things and things that are instantiated by things) are 

subclasses in the realist’s theory. 

The only way that the realist’s commitments to universals and particulars could 

each be thought of as commitments to things of distinct categories on Carnap’s view 

(given Quine’s characterization of “category questions”) is if they each exhausted the 

range of a distinct style of bound variables in the realist’s theory.  In other words, the 

realist’s theory would have to employ two distinct styles of bound variables, the range of 

one of which would be exhausted by particulars and the range of the other by universals.  

This is obviously what Carnap has in mind when he discusses a theory’s being committed 

to a “new” kind of entity: 

The two essential steps [in the introduction of a framework of new forms 

of expression that generates a commitment to a new kind of entity] are 

[…] the following.  First, the introduction of a general term, a predicate of 

higher level, for the new kind of entities, permitting us to say of any 
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particular entity that it belongs to this kind (e.g., “Red is a property”, 

“Five is a number”).  Second, the introduction of variables of the new 

type.  The new entities are values of these variables […] [1957: 213] 

First of all, it is clear from Carnap’s examples that he has realism in mind as the sort of 

theory that incurs commitments to entities of a “new” kind (i.e. category, in the Quinean 

sense).  It is also apparent that he thinks that realism must be regimented into a non-first-

order language; otherwise, there is no justification for claiming that the “new” predicates 

must be of a “higher level” or that the variables that are bound to these predicates must be 

of a “new type”.  It is precisely this sort of assumption that Quine calls into question: 

It is evident that the question whether there are numbers will be a category 

question only with respect to languages which appropriate a separate style 

of variables for the exclusive purpose of referring to numbers.  If our 

language refers to numbers through variables which also take classes other 

than numbers as values, then the question whether there are numbers 

becomes a subclass question, on a par with the question whether there are 

primes over a hundred […] Even the question whether there are classes, or 

whether there are physical objects, becomes a subclass question if our 

language uses a single style of variables to range over both sorts of 

entities.  Whether the statement that there are physical objects and the 

statement that there are black swans should be put on the same side of the 

dichotomy, or on opposite sides, comes to depend on the rather trivial 

consideration of whether we use one style of variables or two for physical 

objects and classes. [1951b: 208] 

So, the only real Carnapian justification for claiming that a realist must be committed to 

two categories (rather than subclasses) of things is that she is forced to use a second-

order language in order to regiment her theory.  And this, I submit, is false.
15

 

                                                 
15

 One might raise worries about Russell’s paradox here in order to show that there must be some 

stratification within a theory that quantifies over universals, properties, classes, or anything else that is 

typically thought to require the use of a second-order quantifier.  I have two responses to this worry.  The 

first is that anyone who adopts a sparse theory of universals (see, e.g., Lewis [1983: 13, footnote 6] and 

Armstrong [1989: 87]) need not be concerned by Russell’s paradox, for she won’t recognize the existence 

of an entity corresponding to just any property.  (See §4.1 for more discussion of sparse theories of 
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 One might wonder at this point which single category of things (given its single 

style of variable) the realist’s theory has a commitment to.  Given the Carnapian pattern 

outlined above, it seems that one must determine this by finding an unanalyzable 

predicate in the theory that applies to every value of that theory’s variables.  

(Incidentally, Carnap’s discussion from above seems to imply that if there is no such 

predicate in the theory, it is impossible to determine which category that theory’s entities 

belong to.)  There is, of course, a predicate employed in the realist’s theory that applies to 

every value of its theory’s variables: ‘=(x, x)’.  In other words, the realist’s “categorial” 

commitment might be thought to be to things that are self-identical.  As it turns out, the 

ostrich has a “categorial” commitment to such things as well; indeed, it seems that this 

                                                                                                                                                 
properties/universals.)  Indeed, my characterization of the problem of universals in §1.4.3 as being about 

how to best account for the sharing of lowest-determinate properties by distinct things supports this 

position: the realist need not, for example, admit that there is any universal impredicability that can be 

instantiated by something since, due to the nature of the problem of universals (as I have characterized it), 

this isn’t among the properties that she is interested in accounting for.  My second response is to motion in 

the direction of the following passage from Quine (which immediately follows his claim that the category-

subclass distinction is drawn on trivial lines): “[Carnap] is thinking of languages which contain 

fundamentally segregated styles of variables before any definitional abbreviations; and he is thinking of 

styles of variables which are sealed off from one another so utterly that it is commonly ungrammatical to 

use a variable of one style where a variable of another style would be ungrammatical.  A language which 

exploits this sort of basic compartmentalization of variables is that of Russell’s theory of logical types.  

However, I think many of us overstress the theory of types to the neglect of its coeval alternative, 

Zermelo’s set theory, and its descendants.  In a notation of the latter tradition, carrying no distinction in 

styles of variables, all questions regarding the acceptance not only of numbers in general but of abstract 

entities in general, or of physical objects in general, would become subclass questions – just as genuinely 

so as the question of there being black swans and prime numbers above a hundred,” [1951b: 131-2].  As 

Herb Hochberg has pointed out to me, though, even the axioms of a Zermelo-style system include 

“stratification conditions”: for example, blocking the same variable from appearing on both sides of a 

membership sign.  I don’t deny that the realist needs to add such conditions (and that she should do so via 

axioms or what I’ve called “basic principles”) – she may, for example, rule out the possibility of something 

instantiating itself by including a principle establishing the irreflexivity of ‘Instantiates(x, y)’, which will 

obviously require some increase in the syntactic complexity of her theory.  While I hold that this sort of 

stratification does ultimately show that the realist is committed to two distinct kinds of things, it is in virtue 

of the use of a dyadic predicate in introducing this stratification that she is so committed.  My points, thus, 

are twofold: (1) the realist does not need to state her theory in a second-order language in order to avoid 

Russell’s paradox, and (2) having second- (or higher-) order variables in one’s theory isn’t the only way to 

generate an ontological commitment to things of a new kind. 
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will be true for any theory worth considering as a potential solution to the problem of 

universals.  What this indicates is that, as I argued in §1.3.3, the generality of a kind 

should not indicate its importance in the assessment of a theory’s ontological parsimony.  

If it did, it would seem that the realist’s theory and the ostrich’s theory (as well as any 

other theory employing this sort of identity predicate) should be considered to be equally 

parsimonious, for they both have commitments to things of a maximally general kind: 

things that are self-identical.  Indeed, it seems that they might have to be construed as 

having the same ontological commitments on this view since they both have 

commitments to the same “fundamental” kind of things.  This is clearly mistaken. 

 So, there seems to be no principled reason for thinking that the ostrich’s proposed 

way of counting the respective commitments of the two theories is correct.  However, this 

doesn’t yet mean that I have counted the commitments correctly.  In support of my way 

of counting the commitments, I point, in the first place, to the fact that, as Pickel and I 

[2012: 15-16] have argued, the foregoing reasoning concerning the lack of importance of 

the generality of a kind provides reason to think that there must be some other way of 

privileging qualitative commitments in the assessment of overall parsimony.  For if two 

theories can differ with regard to what they say there is while both having maximally 

general commitments to self-identical things, then it seems that the interesting ontological 

questions are subclass questions (and that Quine is indeed right about the triviality of the 

category-subclass distinction).
16

 

Furthermore, it seems that most theories – even very simple ones – will be 

committed to things of an infinite number of different kinds.  To see this, consider a 

                                                 
16

 This, interestingly enough, seems to be Quine’s [1948: 1] point at the beginning of “On What There 

Is” when he claims that everyone will accept ‘Everything’ as a true answer to the question ‘What is there?’, 

but that there is still room for disagreement over cases. 
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theory that contains the following two sentences: ‘F(a)’ and ‘G(a)’.
17

  Such a theory is 

obviously committed to the existence of things that are F and things that are G (in virtue 

of including, due to closure under first-order entailment, the sentences ‘x F(x)’ and ‘x 

G(x)’).  But, this theory has commitments to things of infinitely more kinds due to its 

closure under first-order entailment.  For example, its inclusion of ‘F(a)’ and ‘G(a)’ 

entails ‘F(a)  G(a)’, which the theory consequently must include.  This sentence entails 

that it includes ‘x [F(x)  G(x)]’, which generates an ontological commitment to things 

that are F or G.  This commitment is distinct from both of the previously mentioned 

commitments to things that are F and things that are G because (i) it is possible to have a 

commitment to things that are F or G without having a commitment to things that are F, 

and (ii) it is possible to have a commitment to things that are F or G without having a 

commitment to things that are G.  Furthermore, ‘F(a)  G(a)’ entails ‘[F(a)  G(a)]  

F(a)’, which in turn entails ‘x ([F(x)  G(x)]  F(x))’.  As before, the inclusion of this 

last existential sentence generates a new commitment to things that are F or G, or F, 

which is distinct from any of the aforementioned commitments for the same reasons as 

before.  It should be obvious that this generation of new existential sentences will 

continue ad infinitum, and the theory in question thus has a commitment to things of an 

infinite number of kinds.  This indicates that there needs to be some way of privileging a 

theory’s qualitative commitments if we are to have a viable way of comparing the 

ontological parsimony of distinct theories.  And, as I pointed out before, the way of 

privileging these commitments shouldn’t be to privilege those with the greatest 

generality. 

But, which kinds of things, then, should be considered the most important in the 

assessment of ontological parsimony?  The answer I gave in §1.3.3 (as well as the one 

                                                 
17

 What follows is a slightly different argument than the one offered in Pickel and Mantegani [2012: 

15, footnote 27] for the same conclusion. 
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Pickel and I give [2012: 16-8]) was that explanatorily basic kinds of things are to be 

privileged in the assessment of a theory’s ontological parsimony.  One can readily see 

how this answer helps to solve the problems I’ve been discussing.  An ostrich’s 

commitment to particulars isn’t explanatorily basic, since her commitments to things of 

other kinds cannot be explained in terms of her commitment to particulars.  For example, 

a thing’s being a particular doesn’t explain its being a blue particular, in the same way 

that a thing’s being a surface doesn’t explain its being a red surface.  As I pointed out in 

§1.3.3, there would be no point of reduction within a theory if the explanatorily basic 

kinds of things committed to by a theory weren’t more important to that theory’s overall 

ontological parsimony than the derived kinds of things to which it is committed.  An 

ostrich’s theory’s commitment to blue things (in her theory for W1) cannot be reduced to 

its commitment to particulars; indeed, the theory’s commitment to blue things cannot be 

reduced to any of its other commitments, for the predicate ‘Blue(x)’ is unanalyzable in 

the theory.  However, her theory’s commitment to blue cubes (generated by ‘x Blue(x) 

& Cube(x)’) is reducible to the commitments to blue things and to cubes.
18

  Thus, the 

commitment to blue cubes isn’t explanatorily basic – it is derived.  In this way, the 

infinite number of kinds of things to which even simple theories appear to be committed 

can be reduced to commitments to explanatorily basic kinds of things. 

So, all that needs to be determined is how many commitments the ostrich’s theory 

for W1 has to things of explanatorily basic kinds, and how many the realist’s has.  

Ignoring the explanatorily basic commitment to self-identical things that is shared by 

both theories,
19

 it should be obvious by now that the ostrich has five commitments to 

                                                 
18

 This isn’t, of course, the case if the theory’s commitment to blue cubes is generated by the 

employment of an unanalyzable predicate, say ‘BlueCube(x)’.  I am assuming here that a commitment to 

blue cubes is generated by including an existential sentence including the unanalyzable predicates ‘Blue(x)’ 

and ‘Cube(x)’ as mentioned above. 
19

 I shall, for this very reason, ignore this commitment when assessing the explanatorily basic 

commitments of the other theories in this chapter as well. 
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things of explanatorily basic kinds, each of which is generated by an unanalyzable 

predicate utilized in the ostrich’s theory: (1) a commitment to blue things; (2) a 

commitment to cubical things; (3) a commitment to spherical things; (4) a commitment 

to red things; and (5) a commitment to conical things.  Not surprisingly, these are the 

exact commitments I originally counted.  The realist’s explanatorily basic commitments 

also happen to be the same ones I originally counted: (1) a commitment to things that 

instantiate things, and (2) a commitment to things that are instantiated by things.  

Clearly, the ostrich’s theory has more commitments to things of explanatorily basic kinds 

than the realist’s does, and so it is the more ontologically profligate of the two. 

The upshot of the foregoing is this.  If the ostrich’s theory for W1 is more 

ontologically profligate than the realist’s theory for W1, then it is likely
20

 that ostrich’s 

theory for the world in which we live is more ontologically profligate than the realist’s.  

This means that it is the ostrich’s theory, and not the realist’s, that is open to the charge of 

ontological extravagance without explanatory gain.  And, given that this is the charge 

typically made against the realist’s theory in order to establish the greater viability of the 

ostrich’s, it seems that the tables have now turned and that the realist’s theory is to be 

considered the more viable of the two.
21

 

Furthermore, it should be obvious that similar considerations would apply if 

syntactic simplicity is taken to be more important than ontological parsimony.  For the 

ostrich will include a new “basic principle” (i.e. an existential sentence) for every 

explanatorily basic kind of thing that she posits; the realist, on the other hand, requires 

one basic existential principle, a principle establishing the irreflexivity of instantiation, 

and a principle establishing the asymmetry (rather than the non-symmetry) of 

                                                 
20

 Again, this is an empirical matter, but if contemporary physics is to be believed, then the realist’s 

theory is more parsimonious than the ostrich’s. 
21

 This is, of course, barring any new reasons offered by the ostrich to think otherwise. 
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instantiation.
22

  So, from the standpoint of syntactic simplicity, as long as the ostrich’s 

theory of the “actual” world has more than three unanalyzable predicates within the scope 

of existential quantifiers, which seems likely, it will be more syntactically complex than 

the realist’s.
23

  This further illustrates the difference between considerations of syntactic 

simplicity and ontological parsimony, and, I think, provides some reason to think that 

ontological parsimony is the correct virtue to privilege in theory selection – after all, 

there is an obvious reason to think that the realist has two basic “commitments”, whereas 

it is less obvious why anyone should be compelled to think that it has three.  This isn’t a 

knock-down argument against a preference for syntactic simplicity (if it was, I obviously 

would’ve presented it earlier), but it does, I think, show a focus on reducing a theory’s 

syntactic primitives to involve in certain cases considerations that seem to lack 

importance with regard to a theory’s comparative viability.  In any case, the ultimate 

point is that realism turns out to be preferable to ostrich nominalism no matter which of 

these two bases for comparison is appealed to. 

 

2.2 Predicate Nominalism 

Consider again the world I described in §1.1, which contains (only) a blue sphere (call it 

a) and a blue cube (call it b).  Once again, the following sentences may belong to an 

ordinary description of this world: 

(1*) a is a blue sphere 

 (1) a is blue 

                                                 
22

 One might worry here about how “relational facts” might be accounted for on each of these theories, 

and whether this might affect the comparison of syntactic simplicity – or even ontological parsimony for 

that matter.  I’ll discuss this issue in detail §4.2, but for the sake of simplicity I want to focus in this chapter 

on how theories account for monadic predications.  The short answer, though, is that bringing relational 

facts into the comparison doesn’t seem to affect it in any significant way. 
23

 Once more, this is obviously an empirical matter.  See footnote 20 from above. 
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 (2*) b is a blue cube 

 (2) b is blue 

 (3*) a and b are (distinct) blue things 

 (4*) a resembles b 

 (4) b resembles a 

Like both the realist and the ostrich nominalist, the predicate nominalist (as I shall, 

following Armstrong [1978a], use the label) takes (sentences like) 4* (and 4) to be 

explained (i.e. paraphrased) by (sentences like) 3* – that is, the resemblance of a and b is 

explained by their both being blue.  Likewise, the fact that both a and b are blue is 

reducible to the two facts that a is blue and b is blue – in other words, 3* is reducible to 

the conjunction of 1 and 2. 

However, unlike the ostrich nominalist, but like the realist, the predicate 

nominalist holds that there are ordinary language paraphrases of sentences like 1 and 2 

available that provide an analysis of them.  For example, the predicate nominalist thinks 

that the fact that the predicate ‘blue’ applies to a (or, what is the same thing, the fact that 

a falls under the predicate ‘blue’) explains (or provides an analysis of) a’s being blue; to 

put this in terms of paraphrase, she accepts that 1 is to be paraphrased (in ordinary 

language) as something like:
24

 

 (1) ‘Blue’ applies to a 

Thus, the predicate nominalist’s regimented theory for the world described in §1.1 

contains a first-order regimentation of 1 instead of a first-order regimentation of 1 or 1 

(or some other sentence).  Furthermore, it seems that the regimentation of 1 is to be 

taken as unanalyzable in the predicate nominalist’s theory. 

                                                 
24

 I could just as easily have used the following paraphrase: a falls under ‘Blue’. 
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 An initial worry concerns how 1 is to be regimented.  The predicate nominalist’s 

basic goal seems to be much the same as the ostrich nominalist’s – that is, they both seek 

to provide an account of monadic predications without having to posit or reify 

“meanings” of predicates (as the realist seems to do).  The ostrich nominalist does this, as 

it seems that she must, by adopting a regimentation of such predications in which the 

“predicate” is not used as a name and, consequently, is not accessible to first-order 

quantification.  Now, if the predicate nominalist’s method of regimentation is similar to 

the ostrich nominalist’s in this regard, it is unclear how the two views can be construed as 

being different.  After all, it seems that the only way to provide a first-order 

regimentation of 1 in which the predicate is inaccessible to quantification is to regiment 

it in the same way that the ostrich regiments 1 – that is, as ‘Blue(a)’. 

This shouldn’t be surprising, however, as philosophers who are ostensibly ostrich 

nominalists (as I am using this label) sometimes also endorse principles that make them 

closely resemble predicate nominalists.  For example, Devitt [1980], who appears to be 

an ostrich nominalist par excellence, endorses the following semantic principle (as an 

alternative to a principle that requires the existence of universals to provide an account of 

the semantics of monadic predications): 

[‘a is F’] is true if and only if there exists an x such that ‘a’ designates x 

and ‘F’ applies to x. [96] 

 

Now, this principle would seem to be exact sort of principle that would characterize the 

predicate nominalist’s position (as I have described it).  Is there, then, a substantive 

difference between what I (again, following Armstrong [1978a]) am calling predicate 

nominalism and what I am calling ostrich nominalism?  Or, to put the question more 

directly, are there really two kinds of theory that need to be distinguished here?  The 
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answer, as I see it, is yes.  To see the difference, consider the difference between the 

following three questions: 

 (Q1) What are the truth conditions for ‘a is F’? 

(Q2) In virtue of what is ‘a is F’ true? 

 (Q3) In virtue of what is a F? 

Both the ostrich and the predicate nominalist can offer the same answer to Q1: namely, 

Devitt’s semantic principle from above.  However, the answers given by the ostrich to Q2 

and Q3 are markedly different from those given by the predicate nominalist.  The 

ostrich’s answer to Q2 is: in virtue of a’s being F.
25

  Her answer to Q3 is: in virtue of 

nothing – a just is F.  This just is to accept (the first-order regimentation of) ‘a is F’ as 

unanalyzable in her theory.  The predicate nominalist, on the other hand, answers Q2 as 

follows: in virtue of ‘F’ applying to a.
26

  Her answer to Q3 is: in virtue of ‘F’ applying to 

a.  For the ostrich, a’s being F is the basic, unanalyzable fact, whereas for the predicate 

nominalist, the application of ‘F’ to a is the basic, unanalyzable fact.  To see this, 

consider a fourth question: 

 (Q4) In virtue of what does ‘F’ apply to a? 

The ostrich’s answer to Q4 seems clear: in virtue of a’s being F.
27

  The predicate 

nominalist’s answer to Q4 seems just as clear: in virtue of nothing – ‘F’ just applies to a. 

                                                 
25

 Or, more precisely, in virtue of there existing an x such that ‘a’ refers to x and x’s being F. 
26

 Or, more precisely, in virtue of there existing an x such that ‘a’ refers to x and ‘F’ applying to x. 
27

 Of course, as Devitt [1980: 97] points out, there may still be the problem of explaining the “link” 

between ‘F’ and the fact that a is F.  His response seems to be that the status of ‘F’ as a fundamental 

predicate in the theory’s language is precisely what allows for fundamental facts of the sort ‘a is F’, so the 

link is clear.  This, it seems, is precisely the sort of answer that one should expect within a Quinean 

framework: a theory can say that there are Fs (and thus be committed to them) merely in virtue of a 

variable being bound to the predicate ‘F’ within the scope of an existential quantifier.  The intensionality of 

ontological commitment allows for an easy link between ‘F’ and Fs. 
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Thus, for the predicate nominalist, monadic predications are to be accounted for 

in terms of various predicates applying to various things; she is to be contrasted with the 

ostrich, for whom monadic predications are to be accounted for in terms of various things 

being of various kinds.  The ostrich nominalist holds that explanation stops with, for 

example, a’s being F; the predicate nominalist, on the other hand, holds that explanation 

stops with, for example, the application of ‘F’ to a.  What emerges from these 

considerations is that, for the predicate nominalist, the basic facts accounting for monadic 

predications are facts about the “application” of a “predicate” to another object – in other 

words, they are dyadic “application” facts holding between two things (a “predicate” and 

another thing).  This is the natural way to construe the surface grammar of sentences like 

1, and such a construal seems to lend itself to a first-order regimentation that is different 

from the sort the ostrich provides for sentences like 1, to wit: ‘Applies(blue, a)’. 

This way of regimenting sentences like 1 illustrates the fundamental difference 

between an ostrich nominalist’s regimented theory and predicate nominalist’s regimented 

theory.  It also indicates that the predicate nominalist can, it seems, offer an account of 

monadic predications that avoids the reification of meanings of predicates.  However, 

unlike in ostrich nominalist theories, predicates themselves are accessible to first-order 

quantification in predicate nominalist theories: the regimentation of 1 given above 

entails ‘xy Applies(x, y)’.  In other words, whereas “predicates” themselves are not 

among the fundamental things in the ostrich’s ontology (although, as I have argued, this 

doesn’t mean that they “don’t matter” to the ostrich’s ontology), they are among the 

fundamental things in the predicate nominalist’s ontology.
28

 

                                                 
28

 Speaking in Quinean terms, of course, even predicates aren’t among the fundamental things in the 

predicate nominalist’s ontology as I have so far construed it, which consists fundamentally of things that 

apply to other things and things to which other things are applied.  The issue here is essentially the same as 

that mentioned in §2.11 regarding the realist’s being explicitly committed to things that instantiate things 

and things that are instantiated by things (rather than to particulars and universals).  I shall discuss this 
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These considerations reflect a standard complaint against traditional
29

 predicate 

nominalist theories of this sort: namely, if nominalism is taken to be the claim that there 

are no universals, and if resembling particulars are resembling in virtue having a name 

(or a predicate) in common, then the names themselves – i.e. the linguistic tokens – must 

themselves be particular things in the predicate nominalist’s ontology.  As Armstrong 

[1978a: 18-21; 1989: 10-1] observes, in order for the predicate nominalist to maintain a 

thoroughgoing nominalism, the “predicates” that are involved in the ultimate analysis of 

resemblances (like that expressed in 4*) must be linguistic tokens – that is, they must be 

particular linguistic entities – rather than “predicate-kinds”.  After all, “predicate-kinds” 

appear to be just the sort of thing (i.e. universals) that the nominalist seeks to avoid 

positing.  However, treating predicates as linguistic tokens leads to what Armstrong 

[1978a: 20] calls the object regress.  When the predicate nominalist analyzes a’s being F 

in terms of the application of ‘F’ to a, it seems that she must be saying that each linguistic 

token of the F-kind applies to a.  This in itself may not be a problem: after all, if 

“application facts” are basic and unanalyzable for the predicate nominalist, then it seems 

that she can simply include in her theory a number of sentences of the form ‘Applies(, 

)’, where an individual constant occupying the ‘’ position names some linguistic token 

                                                                                                                                                 
issue as it applies to the predicate nominalist’s theory in more detail later in this section; as I’ve already 

noted several times, §4.1 contains a more detailed discussion of this issue as it applies to the realist’s 

theory. 
29

 As Armstrong [1978a: 14; 1989: 10] points out, this version of nominalism is actually the most 

appropriate for the label ‘nominalism’, which obviously indicates that a “name” (here, the predicate) is all 

that is shared by resembling things.  Abelard, when he says, “…[I]t remains to ascribe this kind of 

universality only to words” [Spade 1994: 37], provides what appears to be a straightforward statement of 

this traditional view (although it remains unclear whether he is to be construed as a true predicate 

nominalist given his often inconsistent characterization of “statuses”, which seem to ground the application 

of predicates to individuals.)  Hobbes is an example of an early modern philosopher who seems to 

explicitly endorse the view in places (see, e.g., Hobbes [1996: 22], although his view might ultimately 

amount to a materialist version of concept nominalism, particularly given his treatment of the 

meaningfulness of words).  Armstrong [1978a: 14] attributes a more contemporary version of the view to 

Searle [1969]. 
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(for the current example, this will be some linguistic token of the F-kind), and an 

individual constant occupying the ‘’ position names some other thing (for the current 

example, a).  What does seem problematic, according to Armstrong, is explaining how 

different linguistic tokens belong to the same kind.  On the predicate nominalist’s pattern, 

this must be analyzed in terms of a higher-order predicate (‘Φ’, say) applying to each 

linguistic token.  But then the predicate nominalist must explain why all tokens of this 

higher-order predicate belong to same kind, and so on ad infinitum. 

There seems to be an obvious way of blocking this regress.  The predicate 

nominalist need only posit one linguistic token of any given “kind”, thus avoiding 

worries about explaining various predicate tokens being of the same kind.  For example, 

instead of being forced to say that the application of ‘F’ to a amounts to various linguistic 

tokens of one kind (i.e. the F-kind) applying to a, the predicate nominalist can, it seems, 

include a single sentence in her theory, ‘Applies(f, a)’, which expresses the application of 

a single linguistic token to a.  Furthermore, if individuals a and b are both F, the predicate 

nominalist need only, it seems, include two sentences in her theory, ‘Applies(f, a)’ and 

‘Applies(f, b)’, to account for this fact.
30

 

It should be apparent at this point that the predicate nominalist who opts for this 

sort of regimentation ends up with a regimented theory that is strikingly similar to the 

realist’s.  To see this, consider W1, which I introduced in §2.1.1.  Recall the realist’s 

regimentations of the sentences of the ordinary description of W1: 

                                                 
30

 There is, it seems, another way of blocking the regress.  The predicate nominalist could allow for 

multiple linguistic tokens of the same kind by including in her theory unanalyzable sentences of the form 

‘Φ()’, where an individual constant occupying the ‘’ position stands for a linguistic token.  Thus, for two 

distinct linguistic tokens, a and b, of the F-kind, the predicate nominalist could include in her theory ‘F(a)’ 

and ‘F(b)’ in order to account for the sameness of predicate-kind without generating a regress.  Of course, 

this is essentially the same way the ostrich accounts for sameness of kind with regard to the individual 

things.  Ultimately, then, the predicate nominalist who endorses this sort of theory will have ontological 

commitments to things of even more kinds than the ostrich nominalist, given the former’s additional 

inclusion of sentences of the form ‘Applies(, )’. 
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Instantiates(a, blue)  Instantiates(a, cube) 

Instantiates(b, blue)  Instantiates(b, sphere) 

Instantiates(c, red)  Instantiates(c, cube) 

Instantiates(d, red)  Instantiates(d, cone) 

Recall also that these sentences collectively entail only one basic existential sentence: 

 xy Instantiates(x, y) 

The predicate nominalist’s regimentations of the sentences of the ordinary description of 

W1 look very similar to the realist’s: 

 Applies(blue, a) Applies(cube, a) 

 Applies(blue, b) Applies(sphere, b) 

 Applies(red, c) Applies(cube, c) 

 Applies(red, d) Applies(cone, d) 

And, just as the realist’s theory entails only one basic existential sentence, it seems that 

the predicate nominalist’s does as well: 

 xy Applies(x, y) 

As I’ve already argued, given the asymmetry of instantiation, the realist’s theory, in 

virtue of entailing the unanalyzable existential sentence ‘xy Instantiates(x, y)’, incurs 

commitments to things of two explanatorily basic kinds: things that instantiate things and 

things that are instantiated by things.  In similar fashion, given the apparent asymmetry 

of application, the predicate nominalist’s theory, in virtue of entailing the aforementioned 

existential sentence, would seem to incur commitments to things of two explanatorily 

basic
31

 kinds: things that apply to things and things to which things are applied. 

                                                 
31

 Obviously, these two kinds are explanatorily basic because they are the two kinds to which one 

commits when one endorses the unanalyzable sentence ‘xy Applies(x, y)’. 
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This might seem surprising, given that any ordinary statement of the predicate 

nominalist’s ontological commitments concerns predicates and individuals (or 

particulars) rather than things that apply to things and things to which things are applied.  

As I mentioned in footnote 28 of this chapter, this is essentially the same issue the realist 

faces in explicitly committing to things that instantiate things and things that are 

instantiated by things rather than to particulars and universals.  The predicate nominalist 

can handle this issue in roughly the same way as the realist: (i) she can opt to introduce 

either or both of the additional, unanalyzable predicates ‘Predicate’ and ‘Particular’ into 

her theory (or predicates like these); or, (ii) she can treat ‘x is a predicate’ as definable in 

terms of/paraphrased by (and thus eliminable in favor of) ‘x applies to something’, and/or 

‘x is a particular’ as definable in terms of/paraphrased by (and thus eliminable in favor 

of) ‘x is not a predicate’.  I’m not concerned here with filling in the details of either of 

these options (although, based on my discussions in §2.1.1 and §4.1 of the realist’s 

options with regard to this issue, one can see roughly how the details might be filled in); 

my primary concern is to point out that the predicate nominalist’s options are basically 

the same as the realist’s, and, in light of this, the predicate nominalist’s theory seems to 

be no worse off with regard to this issue than does the realist’s. 

So, is there a difference in ontological parsimony between the predicate 

nominalist’s theory and the realist’s?  Their respective ontological commitments 

themselves are certainly different insofar as the former is committed to things that apply 

to things and things to which things are applied, whereas the latter is committed to things 

that are instantiated by things and things that instantiate things.  Of course, the predicate 

nominalist might object that I have miscounted her ontological commitments.  After all, 

predicate nominalism is supposed to be preferable to realism precisely because it 

purportedly has fewer ontological commitments than realism does – the predicate 

nominalist, like other nominalists, purportedly has commitments only to particulars, 
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whereas the realist has commitments to both particulars and universals.  The predicate 

nominalist might maintain that predicates, being linguistic tokens, are themselves 

particulars and thus of the same basic kind as the things to which they apply. 

This objection on behalf of the predicate nominalist is to be met with the same 

response with which the ostrich nominalist’s objection of the same sort was met: being a 

particular doesn’t explain a thing’s applying to another thing (or vice versa).  And, given 

that sentences like ‘Applies(blue, a)’ are taken as unanalyzable, the ontological 

commitments entailed by these sentences – that is, commitments to things that apply to 

things and things to which things apply – are to be treated as explanatorily basic in the 

predicate nominalist’s theory.  Thus, the difference between the realist’s theory and the 

predicate nominalist’s theory is not the number of their respective qualitative ontological 

commitments (as it is with the realist’s theory and the ostrich nominalist’s theory), but 

simply what those commitments are.  However, this latter difference seems to be trivial 

when viewed with an eye toward comparing the ontological parsimony of the two 

theories: the important point is that each theory has two explanatorily basic 

commitments.  What this shows is that realism is at least as ontologically parsimonious as 

predicate nominalism.  And, since the primary reason for thinking that predicate 

nominalism is a more viable theory than realism is the greater ontological parsimony of 

the former, one should conclude that realism is at least as viable a theory as predicate 

nominalism.
32

  To be clear, I am not here claiming that one theory is more viable than the 

other – I am merely claiming that the reason that is typically given for thinking predicate 

nominalism a more viable theory (i.e. its greater ontological parsimony) is unfounded. 

Furthermore, it should be apparent that considerations of syntactic simplicity 

won’t provide any way of preferring either of these two theories to the other, for they 

                                                 
32

 Interestingly enough, it seems that one should also conclude that the version of predicate nominalism 

currently being considered is more ontologically parsimonious – and thus more viable – than ostrich 

nominalism. 
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seem to be mirror images of one another.  The only difference is that one uses the 

predicate ‘Instantiates(x, y)’, whereas the other uses ‘Applies(x, y)’.  There are other 

reasons to prefer realism to predicate nominalism, however.  As I’ve discussed, the 

predicate nominalist holds that a thing is of a specific kind (or has a specific property) in 

virtue of a predicate applying to it.  So, consider the table at which I now sit.  It is a 

commonsense fact that this table is brown.  The predicate nominalist thinks that this is to 

be explained by the fact that the predicate ‘brown’ – that is, a linguistic token – applies to 

the table.
33

  Now, suppose the predicate ‘brown’ – that is, the linguistic token – is 

destroyed.
34

  It seems then that the table should cease to be brown, for there can be no 

application of ‘brown’ to the table in this case.  That seems implausible, for there is no 

change in the table – there is merely a change in the ability to express the proposition 

‘This table is brown’.  The realist, on the other hand, thinks that the table is brown 

because it instantiates the universal brown(ness).  It is at least plausible – and, I submit, 

far more plausible than the predicate nominalist’s position – to think that if the universal 

brown(ness) – that is, the quality of being brown – is destroyed, then nothing would 

continue to be brown, including the table at which I now sit.  This seems to be indicative 

of a lack of conservatism (and/or perhaps generality, given that this is a hypothetical – 

and thus possible – situation) in the predicate nominalist’s theory, which, as I discussed 

in §1.4.3, is grounds for preferring another, more conservative theory to it (e.g. realism). 

Furthermore, this worry is indicative of what seems to many (myself included) to 

be the main problem with predicate nominalism.  As Armstrong [1978a: 17-8] notes, it is 

                                                 
33

 The following line of argument is similar to one offered by Armstrong [1978a: 17]. 
34

 If we are considering a predicate nominalist who allows for distinct linguistic tokens of the same 

kind, suppose that all of the linguistic tokens of the brown-kind are destroyed.  (Of course, the predicate 

nominalist might dispute the coherence of this example if she includes merely possible predicates – i.e. 

predicates that exist in merely possible worlds – in her stock of predicates (see, e.g. Armstrong [1978a: 21-

2; 1989: 11]).  I don’t intend to explore the details of such a view here – whether or not the worry currently 

under discussion is coherent has no effect on the more general point that I make against predicate 

nominalism (and in favor of realism) in the next paragraph.) 
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a genuine question whether the application of ‘F’ to a should count as the explanation for 

a’s being F or the other way around – in other words, predicate nominalism appears to 

get the order of explanation wrong, which, as I mentioned in §1.4.2, should be enough of 

a reason to reject it as less viable than any theory that doesn’t get the order of explanation 

wrong.  It simply seems wrongheaded to think that a thing’s having a property can be 

explained in terms of our linguistic behavior.  Pace the idealists, it is because the world is 

the way it is that predicates apply to the things they do – it seems implausible to say that 

the world is the way it is because we use predicates in a certain way.  To deny this is, 

among other things, to claim that the adoption of new linguistic practices by some new 

linguistic community is sufficient for changing the way things stand in the world.  I take 

this to be implausible, as, it seems, does the realist.  This would seem to be, ceteris 

paribus, a strong reason for preferring realism to predicate nominalism. 

 

2.3 Concept Nominalism 

As Armstrong [1978a: 14-5, 26-7; 1989: 11] correctly notes, concept nominalism is, for 

all intents and purposes (and, in particular, for those purposes at which this chapter is 

aimed), a variant of predicate nominalism.
35

  The concept nominalist treats sentences 

expressing what might be called “resemblance facts” (e.g. 4* and 4 from the previous 

section) in the same fashion that the predicate nominalist (or, for that matter, the realist or 

the ostrich nominalist) does.  Also like the predicate nominalist, she holds that there are 

                                                 
35

 Armstrong [1978a: 26] notes that this view is often attributed to Locke, Berkeley, and Hume (and, as 

I mentioned in footnote 29 in §2.2, Hobbes, another British empiricist, might be interpreted as ultimately 

holding a similar view).  Elsewhere, Armstrong [1989: 77-8] mentions that concept nominalism (and 

predicate nominalism, for that matter) is best seen as being among those views that fall under the Scholastic 

label of universalia post res (“universals after things”).  Ockham is one medieval philosopher whose views 

might best be thought of as a version of concept nominalism; for example, he seems to endorse such a view 

when he says “[…] I do hold this: No universal […] is anything existing in any way outside the soul.  

Rather everything that is a universal predicable from its nature of several is in the mind, either subjectively 

or objectively” [Spade 1994: 230]. 
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paraphrases of monadic predications like ‘a is F’ available that provide analyses of such 

predications.  But, unlike the predicate nominalist, the concept nominalist’s analyses of 

such predications are put in terms of an individual “falling under” a concept, not a 

predicate.  To characterize the concept nominalist’s view in other terms, she holds that an 

individual has a property because it falls under a specific concept: to use the example 

from §2.2, a is blue (or has the property of being blue) because it falls under the concept 

Blue.  So, the concept nominalist accepts something like the following as the ordinary 

language paraphrase of ‘a is blue’ (1 from §2.2): 

 (1) a falls under (the concept) Blue. 

Just as the predicate nominalist includes a first-order regimentation of 1 (from 

the previous section) in her theory instead of a regimentation of 1, the concept nominalist 

includes a first-order regimentation of 1 in her theory instead of a regimentation of 1 

(or, for that matter, 1).  It should be apparent, though, that the differences between the 

first-order regimentation of 1 and the first-order regimentation of 1 are slight, 

particularly from the standpoint ontological parsimony.  To see this, consider the 

predicate nominalist’s regimentations of the sentences of the ordinary description of W1 

(which, again, I introduced in §2.1.1):
36

 

 Falls(a, blue)  Falls(a, cube) 

 Falls(b, blue)  Falls(b, sphere) 

 Falls(c, red)  Falls(c, cube) 

 Falls(d, red)  Falls(d, cone) 

These regimented sentences collectively entail only one basic existential sentence: 

 xy Falls(x, y) 

                                                 
36

 Here, I am obviously using ‘Falls’ to stand for the non-symmetrical, dyadic predicate ‘falls under’. 
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In light of this (and for the same reasons provided in the previous section), it seems that 

the concept nominalist is committed to things of at least two
37

 kinds: things that fall 

under things and things under which things fall.  That things of these kinds are nominally 

different from things of the kinds that are posited by the realist and/or the predicate 

nominalist isn’t important when assessing the comparative ontological parsimony of 

these three theories.  Indeed, these three theories appear to be equal from the standpoint 

of ontological parsimony,
38

 given that each is committed to things of two (explanatorily 

basic) kinds. 

As before, I am not claiming that realism is, solely from the standpoint of 

comparative ontological parsimony, a more viable theory than concept nominalism.  I am 

instead arguing that realism is at least as ontologically parsimonious as concept 

nominalism, and, given that the greater ontological parsimony of the latter is typically 

taken to be the sole reason to consider it more viable than the former, it seems that the 

former is at least as viable as the latter.  However, as was the case with predicate 

nominalism, there seems to be additional reason to think that realism is more viable than 

concept nominalism.  Consider again the example of the brown table at which I now sit.  

The concept nominalist holds that this table is brown in virtue of its “falling under” the 

concept Brown (or, to put the point in a way that makes the similarity to predicate 

nominalism more obvious, in virtue of the concept Brown “applying to” the table).  Here, 

a concept is clearly some sort of “mental” entity, be it some immaterial “idea” or a brain 

                                                 
37

 The concept nominalist faces the same problems with the kinds concepts and particulars that the 

realist does with universals and particulars (and that the predicate nominalist does with predicates and 

particulars).  As with the predicate nominalist, it seems that she is perfectly entitled to accept any solution 

to these problems that the realist does, thus leaving her theory no worse off with regard to this issue than 

the realist’s is.  Likewise, the concept nominalist faces an analogue of the “object regress” faced by the 

predicate nominalist (substituting ‘higher-order concept’ for ‘higher-order predicate’ in the discussion of 

the regress from §2.2).  Again, I see no reason why she cannot block the regress in the same fashion as the 

predicate nominalist. 
38

 Likewise, they appear equal from the standpoint of syntactic simplicity (see the reasons given in the 

preceding section). 
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state (or something else – the various ways of filling in the details aren’t important here).  

Furthermore, on pain of facing the same sort of problem that the predicate nominalist 

does in treating a predicate as a predicate-kind rather than an individual linguistic token, 

it seems that the concept nominalist must treat each concept as a mental-token (explained 

in whatever fashion she wishes) rather than a concept-kind.
39

  This means that, for 

example, my table’s being brown is to be explained by its “falling under” (explained 

however the concept nominalist wishes) some particular mental state.  This obviously 

results in a problem similar to that faced by the predicate nominalist: things fail to have 

properties – such as being brown (or having mass, if one does not find the color example 

compelling) – if there are no minds.
40

  Again, pace the idealists, concept nominalism 

seems ultimately to be a wildly counterintuitive position: surely things have properties 

independently of the existence of minds.
41

  Furthermore, like the predicate nominalist, the 

concept nominalist appears to get the order of explanation wrong with regard to an 

individual’s possession of a property: it seems plausible to think that an individual falls 

under a specific concept because it has a given property, and not the other way around.  If 

this is the case, it is perhaps the most obvious reason to reject concept nominalism out of 

hand.  At the very least, the realist’s position is more plausible than the concept 

nominalist’s on these counts – and, again, I think that, ceteris paribus, this is a reason for 

preferring the former to the latter. 

 

                                                 
39

 As I pointed out in footnote 37, it seems that she can employ the basic maneuver that the predicate 

nominalist can in blocking the resulting object regress. 
40

 Of course, the addition of merely possible concepts (and thus merely possible minds) might serve to 

alleviate this particular worry – see footnote 34.  As before, though, the coherence (or lack thereof) of this 

worry has no effect on the more general point I make in the next sentence. 
41

 This shouldn’t be taken to mean that the properties had by things are exactly those that are currently 

attributed to them by, say, our best scientific theory – after all, the fundamental properties might turn out to 

be different from what we currently think they are.  The point, though, is that mind-independent things 

have some mind-independent properties. 
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2.4 Class Nominalism 

Proponents of class nominalism, like proponents of the other views so far considered in 

this chapter, treat sentences expressing “resemblance facts” (e.g. 4* and 4 from the 

preceding sections) as eliminable in favor of their preferred regimentations of sentences 

involving monadic predications.  Class nominalists also hold that there are paraphrases of 

these monadic predications available that provide analyses of them.  However, as one 

might guess, they are distinguished, in the first place, from others who hold such a view 

(e.g. predicate and concept nominalists) by the manner in which they choose to analyze 

monadic predications.  For the class nominalist, an individual has a property in virtue of 

its being member of a certain class.  I shall refrain, for the time being, from 

characterizing in detail what a class is supposed to be for nominalists of this sort.  For 

now, I am content to point out that a class is something that has members, and I will leave 

the relation of “membership” unanalyzed. 

So, to use the same example as in preceding sections, the class nominalist holds 

that a is blue (or has the property of being blue) because it is a member of a class – 

namely, the class of which all and only blue things are members.  I will, for ease of 

exposition, call this class Blue.  Thus, the class nominalist accepts something like the 

following as the ordinary language paraphrase of ‘a is blue’ (1 from §2.2): 

 (1
†
) a is a member of (the class of) Blue (things). 

This seems to be the most straightforward way of interpreting the class nominalist’s 

claims.  The most straightforward way of regimenting 1
†
 into first-order logic should 

seem somewhat familiar:
42

 

                                                 
42

 Obviously, to regiment 1
†
 as ‘a  Blue’ would be to employ the standard dyadic predicate 

expressing membership, but I’ve used the dyadic predicate ‘Member’ rather than ‘’ in order to make my 

comparison of class nominalism to the other theories clearer.  Still, it should be noted that nothing 
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 (1
††

) Member(a, Blue) 

Regimenting the sentences of the ordinary description of W1 (introduced in §2.1.1) in this 

fashion yields: 

 Member(a, Blue) Member(a, Cube) 

 Member(b, Blue) Member(b, Sphere) 

 Member(c, Red) Member(c, Cube) 

 Member(d, Red) Member(d, Cone) 

As was the case with the sentences of the realist’s, predicate nominalist’s, and concept 

nominalist’s theories, these sentences collectively entail only one basic existential 

sentence: 

 xy Member(x, y) 

Once again, like the regimented theories endorsed by the realist, predicate nominalist, 

and concept nominalist, the class nominalist’s theory appears to have ontological 

commitments to things of at least two
43

 kinds (given the asymmetry of the relation of 

“membership”, which I take to be established by the inclusion of an additional basic 

principle in the theory): things that are members of things and things of which things are 

members.  And, as before, it seems that, from the standpoint of ontological parsimony, 

this makes class nominalism equal to predicate nominalism, concept nominalism, and, 

crucially, realism.  Likewise, it seems that from the standpoint of syntactic simplicity, 

class nominalism is no more viable than realism, because, like predicate and concept 

                                                                                                                                                 
important turns on my use of ‘Member’ rather than ‘’ – my position would remain the same had I used 

the latter rather than the former. 
43

 The class nominalist faces the same problems with the kinds class and particulars/individuals that 

the realist does with universals and particulars (and that the predicate nominalist does with predicates and 

particulars).  As with the predicate nominalist, it seems that she is perfectly entitled to accept any solution 

to these problems that the realist does, thus leaving her theory no worse off with regard to this issue than 

the realist’s is. 
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nominalism, it seems to be a syntactic mirror image of realism (differing only in the basic 

predicate being used, but, crucially, not the formal features thereof). 

 Furthermore, like predicate and concept nominalism, but perhaps in an even more 

obvious way, class nominalism seems to have incorrect the order of explanation of an 

individual’s possessing a property.  As Armstrong [1978a: 36-7; 1989: 27-8] puts the 

point, “types determine classes, not classes types”.  In other words, a certain class is the 

class of all and only blue things because all and only its members are blue, not the other 

way around.  While class nominalism seems to be adequate insofar as it seems to account 

for all of the facts,
44

 it accounts for “explanatorily prior” facts by appealing to 

“explanatorily posterior” facts, which violates what appears to be a principle of good 

theoretical reasoning.  This, I think, is among the most compelling reasons to reject any 

version of class nominalism in favor of another theory that gets the order of explanation 

correct.  I shall return to this point in §2.4.3.  Before doing so, however, I shall turn to 

enumerating other problems that face the various versions of class nominalism that might 

be developed. 

 

2.4.1 Classes and Parthood 

Whereas the declaration that realism is at least as ontologically parsimonious as ostrich, 

predicate, and concept nominalism might well be met with surprise, the declaration that it 

is at least as ontologically parsimonious as class nominalism is less likely to be surprising 

to many philosophers.  After all, the “taste for desert landscapes” that drives the 

nominalist to reject the existence of universals seems to run contrary to her acceptance of 

                                                 
44

 The version of class nominalism currently under consideration actually seems to fare better than the 

others that I will discuss, for the one being considered here is adequate while also seeming to be properly 

conservative (in the way that I characterized in §1.4.3) – in particular, it is able to distinguish cases of 

naturally-occurring resemblance from cases in which there is none.  This point will become clearer just 

ahead. 
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the existence of classes, which are traditionally thought of as being abstract in much the 

same sense that universals are – Goodman [1966: 36], for example, characterizes classes 

as “ethereal, platonic, pseudo entities”.
45

  Indeed, just as realist theories are traditionally 

conceived of as involving second-order quantification (or higher), so it might seem that 

the appeal to classes involves the use of a new kind of quantifier (see, for example, Potter 

[2004: 303-6]); I shall set this point aside for now.  In an attempt to avoid committing to 

what they view as “spooky” entities, many nominalistically-inclined philosophers attempt 

to analyze the membership “relation” (i.e. sentences involving the dyadic predicate 

‘Member’) in terms of some purportedly better-understood “relation”.  Often, 

“collections”, “sums”, “fusions”, or “aggregates” take the place of “classes”,
46

 so that the 

relation holding between a “member” of one of these multiplicities and the multiplicity 

itself can be taken to be something like “parthood” rather than “membership”.
47

 

Of course, from a Quinean perspective, this maneuver, as it stands, amounts to 

replacing every occurrence in a theory of a predication of the sort ‘Member(x, y)’ (where 

x is understood to be a member of y) with an occurrence of a predication of the sort 

‘Part(x, y)’ (where x is understood to be a part of y).  And, obviously, any group of 

sentences of the form ‘Part(x, y)’ entails a familiar-looking existential sentence: ‘xy 

Part(x, y)’.  Given Quine’s Criterion, all this means is that the things to which the theory 

                                                 
45

 Lewis [1991: 34], incidentally, calls into question the consistency of characterizing them as both 

“ethereal” and “platonic”, but, this criticism notwithstanding, I think the intention behind Goodman’s point 

(if not the point itself) is clear. 
46

 It’s worth noting that there doesn’t seem to be much consensus as to how any of these words are 

used.  Potter [2004: 21-3], for example uses ‘fusion’ to pick out the sort of thing that I’m construing as 

having parts, ‘collection’ to pick out the sort of thing that I’m construing as having members, and 

‘aggregate’ to pick out things of either of these kinds.  However, as will become clear in my discussion of 

Boolos’s view later in this section, this is not necessarily the way that these words are used by other 

philosophers.  For now, I’ll avoid using any of these terms in a technical way and stick to the distinction 

between things with members and things with parts; later in this section when I discuss Boolos’s view, I’ll 

make use of his distinction between sets and collections, which shouldn’t necessarily be taken to 

correspond to the distinction just mentioned (although it might). 
47

 See, e.g., Goodman [1966] and Lewis [1991]. 
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is committed are now different than they were previously (i.e. things that are parts of 

things and things of which things are parts) – it does not, crucially, increase the 

ontological parsimony of the theory, which seems to be the whole point of resisting a 

commitment to classes. 

 At this point, a nominalist might object that a commitment to things that have 

parts
48

 is not objectionable in the way that a commitment to things that have members is:  

the latter are abstract like universals, whereas the former are concrete like 

particulars/individuals (some
49

 might claim that, indeed, things that have parts, unlike 

things that have members, are themselves individuals).  After all, the class nominalists 

with which I am dealing here are not to be thought of as concerned, first and foremost, 

with generating an infinite series of classes/sets
50

 in order to, e.g., provide a model for 

arithmetic; philosophers who adopt class nominalism as a solution to the problem of 

universals are interested in generating classes out of the various objects that are already in 

the world – their concern is not (necessarily) with the mathematician’s infinite hierarchy 

of collections.  According to their way of thinking, these objects are, unlike the null class 

(which is sometimes used to generate the aforementioned infinite hierarchy), just 

concrete things, and classes of them are also concrete things (because they are made out 

of concrete objects), so the latter shouldn’t be considered objectionable in the way that, 

say, universals or the mathematician’s sets purportedly are.  But, this emphasis on the 

concreteness of the class nominalist’s objects (as opposed to the abstractness of some of 

the realist’s objects) is roughly the sort of thinking that ultimately leads to the ostrich 

nominalist’s declaration that her theory is more ontologically parsimonious than the 

                                                 
48

 If one finds the locution ‘things that have parts’ unpalatable, one can substitute for it ‘wholes’, 

‘aggregates’, ‘collections’, ‘fusions’, ‘sums’, or some other term of this sort. 
49

 Again, see, e.g., Goodman [1966] and Lewis [1991]. 
50

 I am obviously not distinguishing between classes and sets here.  Later in this section, I will discuss 

whether such a distinction is to be made.  (Note that my concerns over whether this distinction needs to be 

made are different from the concerns that might lead a set theorist to distinguish between sets and classes.) 
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realist’s, the incorrectness of which I argued against in §2.1.  From a proper Quinean 

perspective, the abstract-concrete distinction doesn’t matter unless it is an explanatorily 

basic distinction.  But, it seems clear that neither the class nominalist nor the realist needs 

to treat the predicates ‘Abstract(x)’ or ‘Concrete(x)’ as explanatorily basic – their 

explanatorily basic predicates are ‘Member(x, y)’ (or ‘Part(x, y)’) and ‘Instantiates(x, y)’, 

respectively.  If the class nominalist wants to employ these additional explanatorily basic 

predicates in the regimentation of her theory, that’s her prerogative.  But, if she does, her 

explanatorily basic qualitative ontological commitments will thereby increase. 

 The problem, at base, is that changing the “relation” that holds between an 

individual and a “complex” – be it a class, set, sum, fusion, aggregate, collection, or 

whatever – from “membership” to “parthood” doesn’t preclude one from quantifying 

over both individuals (or things that are members/parts of things) and, crucially, the 

things of which these individuals are parts.  What the class nominalist who employs the 

dyadic predicate ‘Part(x, y)’ in her theory ultimately needs in order to be able to claim 

that her theory is more ontologically parsimonious than the other theories I’ve so far 

considered (save for the ostrich nominalist’s) is a theory in which either the second place 

of the dyadic predicate ‘Part(x, y)’ is inaccessible to quantification or the employment of 

this dyadic predicate in her theory does not generate commitments to things of two 

different kinds.  From a Quinean perspective, it is unclear how she’d be entitled to claim 

that either of these is the case. 

 

2.4.2 Classes and “Collective” Identity 

Perhaps, though, if the “parthood” relation can be analyzed (i.e. paraphrased) out of the 

class nominalist’s theory, she can get herself out of this tangle.  This, I take it, is a line of 

reasoning that would lead one already inclined to reduce membership to parthood to 

adopt two principles (see, e.g., Lewis [1991]): the principle of composition as identity 
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and the principle of unrestricted (mereological) composition.  The principle of 

composition as identity says, roughly, that an aggregate
51

 is nothing over and above its 

parts – the individuals that “compose” the aggregate are “collectively” identical with it.  

This principle naturally leads to the adoption of the principle of unrestricted 

(mereological) composition – roughly, for any (collection of) individuals there is an 

aggregate of them – as a way of avoiding problems with arbitrarily distinguishing 

between the cases in which there are aggregates and cases in which there aren’t.  Thus, if 

a class is taken to be an aggregate, and an aggregate is taken to be identical with the 

individuals that “compose” it, then it seems that the “relation” of parthood need not be 

taken as unanalyzable after all.  To say that a is a part of b is just to say that all of those 

things that “compose” b, of which a is one, exist.  To put it another way, to say that a is a 

part of b is to say that a is among those things that, when aggregated, are collectively 

identical with b.
52

 

 However, it’s unclear how the foregoing is to be regimented into a first-order 

theory.  One way of getting at the problem is to ask: what is the relationship between an 

aggregate and its parts?  Clearly, the proponent of the theory currently under 

consideration thinks that the answer to this question is “identity”.  But, this isn’t identity 

in the ordinary sense, which is represented in a first-order theory with a dyadic predicate.  

                                                 
51

 I am using the word ‘aggregate’ where many would use words like ‘sum’, ‘fusion’, or ‘collection’.  

My intent in doing so is merely to avoid potential confusion that might issue from my using one of these 

other terms differently than it has been used in the literature.  I have selected ‘aggregate’ because it seems 

to me to be the most philosophically neutral of these words. 
52

 This is a more radical position than Lewis’s [1991]: the “classes” that exist on the current proposal 

are just aggregates of individuals, but for Lewis classes are “fusions” of singletons, not individuals [16-7].  

This leads to the problem of explaining the relation between an individual and a singleton, which Lewis 

notoriously takes to be primitive.  All this means, in the terminology of this dissertation, is that he accepts 

something like ‘Singleton(x, y)’ as an unanalyzable predicate in his theory, and he is thus committed to the 

existence of things of two explanatorily basic kinds.  This is in addition to his apparent commitment to the 

existence of fusions of singletons and fusions of individuals, which are subject to the sorts of objections that 

I am currently making.  Hence, Lewis’s theory appears to be even more problematic than the more extreme 

version that I have just set out above. 
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After all, supposing that a, b, and c are all the (and the only) parts of the aggregate d, how 

is one to regiment a sentence accounting for this fact into a first-order theory?  One might 

try employing a four-place predicate, say, ‘R(x, y, z, v)’, such that ‘R(a, b, c, d)’ is read as 

‘a, b, and c are (collectively) identical with d’.  But, such a predicate seems to generate 

ontological commitments to things of (at least) two kinds, for the order in which the 

constants occur in the predication is of primary importance.  Whichever constant occurs 

in the last position of the predication (on the interpretation given above) is collectively 

identical with the other three things; this is not the case for any of the other three 

positions.  Likewise, each of the constants that occur in the first three positions is (for 

lack of a better phrase) partially identical to the constant that occurs in the final position, 

but, crucially any two of the constants occurring in the first three positions are not 

partially identical in this way.  The problem, again, is that the order of the terms is central 

to the “relation”: the members of an aggregate are collectively identical with (i.e. they 

compose) the aggregate, but the aggregate is not collectively identical with (i.e. it does 

not compose) its members.  This is different from a “relation” such as “compresence”, 

which, although it might be polyadic in this way, doesn’t seem to rely on the ordering of 

its terms (i.e. it is “symmetrical” in the sense that I introduced in footnote 72 in chapter 

1): if four things are compresent, then each is compresent with the others (see §2.6 and 

§2.7 for detailed discussions of the “relation” of compresence).
53

 

 Perhaps, though, this is too quick.  Some philosophers might want to insist here 

that I’m missing the point of saying that an aggregate is identical with its parts.  The 

                                                 
53

 There is a further issue about this polyadic predicate ‘Member(x, y,…, z)’, which is related to 

worries I shall raise concerning the unanalyzable predicates utilized by resemblance nominalists, trope 

nominalists, and universalists.  The basic worry is that a predicate like ‘Member(x, y,…, z)’ will have to be 

“variably polyadic” (or “multigrade”) since it seems that classes can be of different sizes.  If this is the case, 

then one might worry that each distinct adicity of the predicate ‘Member(x, y,…, z)’ will generate a distinct 

qualitative ontological commitment.  Since the use of this predicate has already been shown to result in a 

theory that is no more ontologically parsimonious than the realist’s, this point seems moot, but it is worth 

mentioning here in anticipation of my discussions of the aforementioned theories. 
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point, they might maintain, is that the aggregate isn’t something in addition to its parts: it 

quite literally just is its parts.  It may, then, be misleading to talk about the aggregate 

being “collectively identical” with its parts if that forces one to separately quantify over 

the aggregate: all one should be quantifying over in this case are the parts.  In other 

words, a sentence like ‘a, b, and c are (collectively) identical with d’ is simply to be 

paraphrased as ‘a, b, and c exist’. 

To see how this might work in terms of producing a regimented theory, it will be 

beneficial to trace the class nominalist’s evolving regimentations of the ordinary 

description of W1 (from §2.1.1).  Recall the class nominalist’s original way of 

regimenting this description: 

Member(a, Blue) Member(a, Cube) 

 Member(b, Blue) Member(b, Sphere) 

 Member(c, Red) Member(c, Cube) 

 Member(d, Red) Member(d, Cone) 

By analyzing the “member” relation in terms of the “parthood” relation (i.e. by 

paraphrasing sentences including the dyadic predicate ‘Member’ in terms of sentences 

including the dyadic predicate ‘Part’), the class nominalist opts for a new regimented 

theory: 

Part(a, Blue)  Part(a, Cube) 

 Part(b, Blue)  Part(b, Sphere) 

 Part(c, Red)  Part(c, Cube) 

 Part(d, Red)  Part(d, Cone) 

As I just pointed out, given the non-symmetry of parthood, this doesn’t help to increase 

the overall ontological parsimony of the class nominalist’s theory since the theory still 

involves commitments to things of two explanatorily basic kinds. 
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The current proposal is to paraphrase the sentences of this regimented theory once 

again, with the goal of producing a theory that is committed to things of only one 

explanatorily basic kind.  The problem is that it isn’t totally clear what sort of paraphrases 

should be employed.  Take for example the sentence ‘a is blue’.  This was originally 

analyzed in terms of a’s membership in the class of blue things (yielding the regimented 

sentence ‘Member(a, Blue)’), which was then analyzed in terms of a’s being a part of the 

aggregate of all blue things (yielding the regimented sentence ‘Part(a, Blue)’).  On the 

current proposal, the claim that something is a part of a given aggregate is seemingly to 

be analyzed as something like the claim that all of the parts (of that aggregate) exist.  But, 

notice that this is just to eliminate talk of aggregates altogether: the proper paraphrase for 

W1
54

 of, e.g., ‘Part(a, Blue)’ ends up being ‘a and b exist’ (‘xy [(x=a & y=b) & x≠y]’ 

when regimented).  The same goes for ‘Part(b, Blue)’, which is to be paraphrased as ‘b 

and a exist’ (‘xy [(x=b & y=a) & x≠y]’ when regimented). 

Now, there is an obvious reason to think that the foregoing is problematic: ‘xy 

[(x=a & y=b) & x≠y]’ and ‘xy [(x=b & y=a) & x≠y]’ are trivially different (and 

logically equivalent), whereas ‘a is blue’ and ‘b is blue’ don’t appear to be.  But, this 

appearance of the non-triviality of the difference between the latter sentences is based on 

the assumption that ‘a is blue’ means something like ‘This unique thing, a, is blue’ rather 

than ‘There is something that is blue’ (and mutatis mutandis for ‘b is blue’).  But, I 

argued in §1.3.2 that the use of an individual constant shouldn’t be taken to presuppose a 

commitment to a specific individual (e.g. to a rather than to b), which means that the 

aforementioned assumption is incorrect.  Thus, it seems that this initial objection doesn’t 

stand.  In order to demonstrate what is problematic about the class nominalist’s 

regimentation without risking falling into this sort of error, I’m going to focus on 

                                                 
54

 I include this qualification because this specific paraphrase turns on the fact that a and b are the only 

blue things in W1. 
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regimentations that do not involve the use of individual constants.  This is a trivial change 

since I’m basically just removing “placeholders” (the individual constants) from a theory 

the articulation of which doesn’t require them; however, as I just indicated, the removal 

of the constants will help to avoid making unfounded objections. 

In order to see why the sort of class nominalist regimentation that I’m currently 

considering is problematic, it will help to compare this sort of regimentation of the 

description of W1 with an ostrich nominalist regimentation of that description.  Recall the 

ordinary language description of W1: There are four distinct things: one is a blue cube, 

one is a blue sphere, one is a red cube, and one is a red cone.  The ostrich nominalist’s 

regimentation of this description (without individual constants) is something like the 

following:
55

 

xyzv [(x≠y & y≠z & z≠v & x≠z & x≠v) & y≠v & Blue(x) & Cube(x) & 

Blue(y) & Sphere(y) & Red(z) & Cube(z) & Red(v) & Cone(v)] 

Notice that all of the facts accounted for by the ordinary language description seem to be 

obviously accounted for by this regimented theory: that, e.g., there are two blue things is 

accounted for by the binding of the predicate ‘Blue(x)’ to two variables that are 

themselves bound to the dyadic predicate ‘≠(x, y)’.
56

  Now, consider the class 

nominalist’s regimentation of the ordinary language theory: 

xyzv [(x≠y & y≠z & z≠v & x≠z & x≠v) & (x=x & y=y) & (x=x & z=z) 

& (y=y & x=x) & (y=y) & (z=z & v=v) & (z=z & x=x) & (v=v & z=z) & 

(v=v)] 

                                                 
55

 In the interest of legibility, I’ve left out a number of unnecessary parentheses/brackets save for those 

grouping the distinctness claims together (the reason for this will become clear just ahead).  Notice that a 

theory with the same ontological presuppositions could be regimented in a much simpler way by using 

individual constants – this is just further support for the point I made in §1.3.2 about the sorts of 

presuppositions that accompany the use of an individual constant in a theory. 
56

 If one prefers, one can substitute the combination of the dyadic predicate ‘=(x, x)’ and negation for 

‘≠(x, y)’. 
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Here, I’ve grouped together with parentheses the distinctness claims (which are all found 

in the initial grouping) as well as each part of the sentence meant to account for one of 

the monadic predications in the ordinary description.  But, I think it’s clear that no one 

should think that this sentence (and, in particular, the parts of the sentence just 

mentioned) accounts for all of the facts that the ordinary description accounts for.  To say 

that two distinct (self-identical) things exist is not to say something that accounts for the 

fact that one (or, for that matter, both) of them is blue; indeed, it is to say something that 

follows trivially from any number of theories that shouldn’t be construed as saying 

anything about blue things at all.  To put it another way, saying merely that all of these 

things exist and are numerically distinct (and self-identical) shouldn’t be taken to account 

in any reasonable way for the fact that some of them are blue, or the fact that some of 

them are cubes, etc.
57

  Nor should any trivial consequence of this claim be accepted as an 

account of these facts, but this seems to be precisely what this sort of class nominalist 

                                                 
57

 Lest someone object that a realist theory that dispenses with individual constants is faced with the 

same dilemma, I offer the following realist regimentation of the ordinary language description of W1: 

x1x2x3x4y1y2y3y4y5 [(distinctness claims) & Instantiates(x1, y1) & Instantiates(x1, y2) & 

Instantiates(x2, y1) & Instantiates(x2, y3) & Instantiates(x3, y4) & Instantiates(x3, y2) & 

Instantiates(x4, y4) & Instantiates(x4, y5)] 

In the interest of simplicity I have replaced the numerous distinctness claims that would be involved in the 

foregoing sentence with ‘distinctness claims’, and in the interest of legibility I have used subscripted x’s as 

variables representing particulars and subscripted y’s as variables representing universals.  (Nothing, 

however, turns on my use of two different styles of variables – I could just as easily have, for example, 

added additional subscripted x’s in place of the subscripted y’s or used a distinct letter of the alphabet for 

each distinct variable.  I avoided doing this because, again, the resulting sentence would’ve been a 

nightmare to read.)  Now, it should be obvious that the realist’s theory is far more like the ostrich 

nominalist’s than the class nominalist’s: the realist’s theory accounts for, e.g., there being something that is 

blue in virtue of there being something that instantiates something; it accounts for there being two distinct 

blue things in virtue of there being two distinct things that instantiate the same thing.  This is a reasonable 

way of accounting for the facts accounted for by the ordinary language description, for to say that, for 

example, there are two distinct things that instantiate the same thing is not to say something that follows 

trivially from the claim that there are two distinct things.  (This objection, in general, might be seen as a 

variation of Armstrong’s aforementioned complaint that “types determine classes, not classes types”, 

although the argument that I am making here is based on the specific version of class nominalism under 

consideration – it is not necessarily intended to be an objection against class nominalism in general.) 
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must hold.  This is a case in which the paraphrases offered by the class nominalist are 

inapt because their truth conditions don’t match (in the minimal sense that is required – 

see §1.4.2) those of the sentences being paraphrased.  This means that that this version of 

class nominalism fails to be adequate even in the minimal sense that I defined in chapter 

1. 

 It also needs to be made explicit that the fact that the individuals that exist 

according to the class nominalist’s theory can be “aggregated” in various ways isn’t of 

any help in accounting for the facts in question, since such ways of aggregating them are 

trivial consequences of their existence.  What is more, there aren’t just these ways of 

aggregating them – for example, there is also the aggregate of the cubes and cones in W2.  

What fact does this aggregate account for?  It is unclear why anyone should think that 

some ways of aggregating things, which trivially follow from the existence of their 

“parts”, account for certain facts, but others, which equally trivially follow from the 

existence of their parts, don’t.
58

  This is a lack of conservatism that realism, for example, 

can avoid by appealing to universals instead of classes (or even as a way of 

distinguishing kinds of classes – see footnote 58 from the previous sentence).  This isn’t 

merely an odd feature of the class nominalist’s theory; on the contrary, it is a fundamental 

flaw in the project of trying to account for naturally-occurring similarities in terms of 

class co-membership (if classes are characterized as above). 

                                                 
58

 This is, at base, the problem of distinguishing between “natural” and “non-natural” classes that 

inspires Lewis [1983: 13-4] to invoke a primitive distinction between those classes that are natural and 

those that aren’t.  Of course, in order to make sense of this, there would have to be classes – rather than just 

their constituents/parts – in the class nominalist’s ontology to which this distinction could be applied, and 

this would just require the class nominalist to reintroduce a dyadic predicate that generates commitments to 

things of two different kinds.  Furthermore, distinguishing between natural and non-natural properties by 

introducing a primitive predicate into the language that applies to the natural classes but not the non-natural 

ones, as Lewis suggests, would appear to generate an additional commitment to natural things, which, of 

course, would be an additional explanatorily basic qualitative commitment. 
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 The upshot of the foregoing is that it is unclear how this version of class 

nominalism is able to meet the basic criterion for adequacy that I established in chapter 1.  

There is another problem with class nominalism that is worth mentioning here, although 

it may not be devastating in the way that the aforementioned problem is (it’s worth 

noting, though, that solving this problem ultimately seems to require a theory that is less 

viable than its competitors from the standpoint of ontological parsimony).  The problem 

in question isn’t evident from the regimentation of the description of W1, but it can be 

brought out by changing the original description such that there are two blue cubes rather 

than one blue cube and one blue sphere (I’ll hereafter call this a description of W2).  The 

class of cubes in W2 is coextensive with the class of blue things, since the blue things are 

all and only the cubes in W2.  This is, at base,
59

 what Rodriguez-Pereyra [2002: 96] calls 

the “coextension difficulty”:
60

 on this regimentation of the description of W2, it turns out 

that the class nominalist’s regimentations of the sentences ‘there is a blue thing’ (or ‘a is 

blue’) and ‘there is a cube’ (or ‘a is a cube’) are the same first-order sentence.  But, 

clearly, the fact that something is blue and the fact that it is a cube are logically 

independent and thus should be accounted for by distinct, logically independent, first-

order sentences. 

It seems to me that there are two basic ways that one might avoid the coextension 

difficulty.  The first is the one utilized by Rodriguez-Pereyra [2002: 99-100], who 

appeals to possibilia in order to individuate classes of resembling things.
61

  For example, 

                                                 
59

 I use the qualification ‘at base’ here because my statement of the difficulty is put in terms of the 

logical equivalence of what I take to be obviously non-equivalent sentences, which is not how Rodriguez-

Pereyra [2002] (or Goodman [1966], for that matter) sets out the difficulty.  My treatment stems from my 

focus on regimentation, but the difficulty is essentially the same as that highlighted by Rodriguez-Pereyra. 
60

 Rodriguez-Pereyra points out that the coextension difficulty is typically not clearly distinguished 

from the “companionship difficulty”, which he attributes to Goodman [1966: 160-2].  I’ll discuss the latter 

in §2.5. 
61

 Rodriguez-Pereyra is defending resemblance nominalism, and so, strictly speaking, he is not worried 

about individuating classes of particulars from one another: he is trying to individuate different groups of 
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the class of blue things in W2 includes, in addition to a and b, all of the possible blue 

things, some of which are not cubes.  This would allow the class nominalist to 

differentiate between the class of blue things and the class of cubes in W2, thus allowing 

her to claim that, e.g., her regimentations of ‘there is a blue thing’ and ‘there is a cube’ 

are distinct, logically independent sentences. 

This appeal to possibilia faces a difficulty in distinguishing the possible things 

from the actual things.  One might take such a distinction to be primitive by employing 

an unanalyzable predicate such as ‘Possible(x)’ in the regimentation of one’s theory.
62

  Of 

course, this would seemingly generate a commitment to things of yet another 

explanatorily basic kind, which wouldn’t seem to help the class nominalist in her quest to 

produce a theory that is more ontologically parsimonious than the realist’s.  Alternatively, 

one might opt for Lewis’s [1986] way of distinguishing possibilia from actual things.  

Lewis treats ‘actual’ as an indexical [1986: 92-6], and he says that for two things to be 

worldmates is for them to be spatiotemporally related [1986: 69-70].  Thus, one might 

hold that the actual things are those things that are spatiotemporally related (however 

distantly) to me (or to whichever other things are supposed to be actual); possibilia are 

not spatiotemporally related to me, although each of them can be spatiotemporally related 

to some of the others.  This would, at the very least, require the class nominalist’s theory 

to account for things being spatiotemporally related.  The most obvious way to do so 

would be to introduce an unanalyzable dyadic predicate ‘R(x, y)’ such that ‘R(a, b)’ is 

                                                                                                                                                 
resembling particulars from one another, which may or may not require individuating classes of particulars.  

Whether or not there is a substantive difference between these two views will be discussed in the next 

section.  For now, I’ll grant for the sake of argument that there is a difference while pointing out that the 

class nominalist faces very similar – if not the same – problems as those faced by the resemblance 

nominalist, and thus is entitled to make very similar – if not the same – moves as the resemblance 

nominalist in order to avoid these problems. 
62

 One could define actuality in terms of negation and this predicate.  Alternatively, one might employ 

the unanalyzable predicate ‘Actual(x)’ and define possibility in terms of it. 
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read as “a and b are spatiotemporally related”.
63

  Of course, this would generate an 

ontological commitment to things of a new explanatorily basic kind: things that are 

spatiotemporally related.  This, however, might not be problematic in the way that the 

introduction of an unanalyzable “possibility predicate” is, for it seems that the realist’s 

theory (as well as every other theory under consideration) also has to account for things 

being spatiotemporally related.  In other words, the class nominalist’s need to account for 

the spatiotemporal relatedness of objects is presumably just as great as the realist’s, so it 

isn’t obvious than any account that the former provides will make it comparatively 

worse-off than the latter from the standpoint of ontological parsimony.  I’ll return to this 

discussion (or, at least, to points relevant to it) in §4.2 when I discuss the realist’s 

treatment of relations, but for now I shall assume that this way of treating spatiotemporal 

relations (and thus the distinction between possibilia and actual things) does not render 

the class nominalist’s theory less viable than the realist’s. 

However, if the appeal to modal realism is accompanied (as it typically is
64

) by 

counterpart theory, then the move to modal realism might require an expansion of the 

class nominalist’s qualitative ontological commitments by at least one.  The reason for 

this is that the introduction of counterparts seems to require the introduction of a 

counterpart “relation”.  In Lewis’s [1968: 113] original conception of counterpart theory, 

the counterpart relation is represented by a primitive dyadic predicate, but, then again, the 

properties of being a possible world and being actual, along with the relation of being in 

                                                 
63

 The class nominalist might instead analyze polyadic predications as classes of ordered pairs (triples, 

quadruples, etc.), just as she seeks to analyze monadic predications as classes of individuals.  However, if 

an ordered pair (triple, quadruple, etc.) is to be ultimately analyzed as a class of classes (as ordered pairs 

normally are – see §4.2.2 for a detailed discussion), she still needs to invoke a basic asymmetrical predicate 

to distinguish between, e.g., two individuals and the ordered pair that “contains” them.  This just leads back 

to the primary problems with class nominalism.  
64

 As Rodriguez-Pereyra [2002: 101] points out, Lewis holds that modal realism entails counterpart 

theory.  It’s beyond the scope of this dissertation to get into this issue here.  I will say, though, that if Lewis 

(and Rodriguez-Pereyra, who agrees with him) is correct, then so much the worse for modal realism. 
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a world, are all represented by primitive predicates.  I just gave some reason to think that, 

at the very least, the properties of being a possible world and being actual might be 

analyzable in terms of spatiotemporal relations, so perhaps these other relations can be 

analyzed in terms of some more fundamental relation.  For Lewis, the counterpart 

relation is ultimately a sort of similarity relation, so perhaps it can be considered to be 

analyzed in terms of similarity.  Of course, given the stipulation in his earlier work [1968: 

114] that a counterpart of something can’t be a worldmate of it, it seems that the 

counterpart relation isn’t just similarity.  He later [1986: 231-2] retreats from this 

position, however, and allows for worldmates to be counterparts.  But, in any case, if the 

counterpart relation isn’t ultimately analyzable in terms of class membership, then it 

seems it will have to be accepted as primitive and will thus require the introduction of 

another unanalyzable dyadic predicate into the language.  This of course, would generate 

at least one additional explanatorily basic qualitative commitment – more if, as Lewis 

[1968: 116] maintains, the counterpart relation is non-symmetrical.  This obviously 

wouldn’t help the class nominalist in her quest to reduce her qualitative commitments.  

It’s not abundantly clear whether this is avoidable, though.  Thus, if the class nominalist 

must endorse modal realism in order to solve the coextension difficulty (which seems 

likely), and if modal realism entails counterpart theory (see footnote 64 above), then her 

theory is, at the very least, in jeopardy of being less ontologically parsimonious from a 

qualitative standpoint (and, for that matter, from a quantitative one as well, given the 

appeal to possibila). 

There is, as I mentioned, a second way of handling the coextension difficulty, if 

the class nominalist seeks to avoid involving herself in modal realism.  She might simply 

assert that, as a matter of empirical fact, the coextension difficulty does not arise in the 

actual world, for there just aren’t any coextensive properties.  Such a claim looks initially 

implausible if one takes it to be obvious that there are necessarily coextensive properties 
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in the actual world, such as being triangular and being trilateral.  Rodriguez-Pereyra, 

however, claims that one “can plausibly deny that there are any such properties or 

relations, and claim that any apparent example is in fact just a case of semantically 

different predicates applying in virtue of one the same property or relation” [2002: 100].  

To put his point in the terminology of this dissertation, he seems to be saying that the 

purported coextensionality of the class of triangular things and the class of trilateral 

things is due to the fact that one sentence constitutes the proper regimentation of, e.g., ‘a 

is triangular’ and ‘a is trilateral’ in the class nominalist’s theory.  I’ll grant that this is a 

viable response, especially for one who accepts a sparse theory of universals (which I’ll 

defend in §4.1).  However, it still seems possible that the actual world is such that there 

are some contingently coextensive properties, and so the proponent of class nominalism 

who opts for this way of avoiding the coextension difficulty has to at least face the 

theoretical cost of adopting a theory that is inconsistent with the possibility of 

coextensive properties.  This would seem to be, at the very least, a lack of generality on 

the part of the class nominalist’s theory – one that the realist’s theory, for example, 

doesn’t seem to have.  Thus, this way of handling the coextension difficulty would seem 

to be at least as problematic as the aforementioned appeal to possibilia, which seems to 

be the reason that Rodriguez-Pereyra is compelled to endorse modal realism (and never 

seriously considers this other option). 

The ultimate point, though, is that while the sting of the coextension difficulty can 

perhaps be lessened (but not completely removed) by invoking modal realism (or, 

seemingly less-attractively, denying the possibility of contingently coextensive 

properties), this version of class nominalism still seems hopeless due primarily to its 

inability to meet the standard of adequacy established in chapter 1. 
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2.4.3 Classes and Second-Order (Plural) Quantification 

Perhaps the aforementioned issues could be avoided if the class nominalist regiments her 

theory into a second-order language and treats second-order quantification as Boolos 

[1984] does (I quote him at length): 

Entities are not to be multiplied beyond necessity.  One might doubt, for 

example, that there is such a thing as the set of Cheerios in the (other) 

bowl on the table.  There are, of course, quite a lot of Cheerios in that 

bowl, well over two hundred of them.  But is there, in addition to the 

Cheerios, also a set of them all?  And what about the >10
60

 subsets of that 

set?  (And don’t forget the sets of sets of Cheerios in the bowl.)  It is 

haywire to think that when you have some Cheerios, you are eating a set – 

what you’re doing is: eating THE CHEERIOS.  Maybe there are some 

reasons for thinking there is such a set – there are, after all, >10
60

 ways to 

divide the Cheerios into two portions – but it doesn’t follow just from the 

fact that there are some Cheerios in the bowl that, as some who theorize 

about the semantics of plurals would have it, there is also a set of them all. 

 The lesson to be drawn from the foregoing reflections on plurals 

and second-order logic is that neither the use of plurals nor the 

employment of second-order logic commits us to the existence of extra 

items beyond those to which we are already committed.  We need not 

construe second-order quantifiers as ranging over anything other than the 

objects over which our first-order quantifiers range, and, in the absence of 

other reasons for thinking so, we need not think that there are collections 

of (say) Cheerios, in addition to the Cheerios.  Ontological commitment is 

carried by our first-order quantifiers; a second-order quantifier needn’t be 

taken to be a kind of first-order quantifier in disguise, having terms of a 

special kind, collections, in its range.  It is not as if there were two sorts of 

things in the world, individuals, and collections of them, which our first- 

and second-order variables, respectively, range over and which our 

singular and plural forms, respectively, denote.  There are, rather, two (at 

least) different ways of referring to the same things, among which there 

may well be many, many collections. [448-9] 

 

One thing that is worth mentioning here is that this understanding of second-order 

quantification appears to run in direct opposition to Carnap’s (which I discussed in 



147 

 

§2.1.2), for Boolos is presumably claiming that employing a new style of variables (over 

which a new quantifier ranges) in one’s theory doesn’t commit one to a new kind of 

entity.  Indeed, it seems to run in opposition to Quine’s understanding of second-order 

quantification as well: despite Quine’s point about the triviality of the category-subclass 

distinction (and his consequent unwillingness to accept that the introduction of a new 

style of variables is the only way to generate a commitment to new kinds of things), it’s 

far from clear that he’d be happy to accept that the introduction of a new quantifier and 

new style of variables doesn’t generate an ontological commitment to things of a new 

kind.  More importantly, though, the appeal to second-order quantification flies in the 

face of the Quinean insistence that the proper language of regimentation is first-order 

logic. 

 Of course, Boolos’s conception of second-order quantification might not be as 

inconsistent with a broadly Quinean conception of ontology as it initially appears.  After 

all, Boolos claims, like Quine, that the ontological commitments of a theory are carried 

by its first-order quantifiers.  So, if we can make sense of the claim that second-order 

quantifiers don’t really commit a theory to what they quantify over, perhaps Boolos’s 

view can be reconciled with Quine’s, giving the class nominalist a way of appealing to 

classes without having to actually commit to them. 

However, Boolos’s conception seems, at least prima facie, to depend on the very 

sort of arbitrary concerns that Quine criticizes Carnap for depending on.  To see this, first 

one must consider what Boolos’s conception of ontological commitment is.  He seems to 

hold that a theory can say that there are collections
65

 – that is, quantify over them – 

without really being committed to them.  So, in virtue of what would a theory really be 

committed to collections?  For Boolos, it seems that the answer to this question is 

                                                 
65

 Here, I am using ‘collection’ as Boolos does; collections, it seems, are to be distinguished from sets 

insofar as the former, but not the latter, are what are represented by the bound variables of second-order 

quantification. 
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‘nothing’: to talk about a collection is just to refer to (some of) the individuals posited by 

a theory, albeit in a “different way” (i.e. plurally rather than individually).  Talk about 

collections, then, is ultimately just talk about individuals.  This is to be contrasted with 

talk about sets.  To use Boolos’s own example, if there are reasons for thinking that there 

is a set of the Cheerios, then one might be tempted to endorse a theory according to 

which there are sets.  Such a theory would presumably be different from a theory 

according to which there are only collections, for a set appears to be something that a 

theory can really commit to.  So, in virtue of what could a theory involve itself in a 

commitment to a set?  It seems that it can’t be in virtue of second-order quantification 

over sets: if second-order quantification doesn’t generate ontological commitment in 

some cases, it’s unclear why it would generate ontological commitment in other cases.  

Boolos’s answer, as I noted above, seems to be that ontological commitment is “carried 

by our first-order quantifiers”; thus, a theory is committed to sets (or things of any given 

kind) if it must be construed as first-order quantifying over them.  If not, then it seems 

that the theory isn’t really committed to them.  But, how is one supposed to determine 

which things a theory must be construed as first-order quantifying over and which things 

it must be construed as second-order quantifying over?  Suppose a theorist wants to 

regiment the sentence ‘There is something of which a is a member’.  It seems somewhat 

arbitrary that the choice between regimenting this sentence as ‘Φ Φ(a)’ (or, perhaps 

better for what Boolos seems to have in mind, ‘xx axx’) and ‘x Member(a, x)’ 

determines whether or not one’s theory incurs a commitment to things of which things 

are members (i.e. sets). 

Of course, Boolos might simply retort that there is a fundamental and non-

arbitrary distinction between (what he calls) collections (what I’ve been calling 

aggregates) and sets (or any non-collection, for that matter).  The difference is just the 

one that I pointed to earlier: when I say that there is some collection, all I’m really doing 
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is plurally referring to (i.e. plurally quantifying over) some individuals.  But, when I say 

that there is a set, for example, I’m positing something in addition to the individuals.  The 

former is a case of second-order quantification, and the latter is a case of first-order 

quantification.  Thus, anyone who thinks that the appeal to sets requires second-order 

quantification is mistaken.  Indeed, Boolos’s view requires that we distinguish the 

“objects” over which second-order quantifiers range (collections) from the objects that 

might be thought to be ranged over by second-order quantifiers but are in reality ranged 

over by first-order quantifiers.  Since I’ve already given reason to think that a 

commitment to universals, contra much of the tradition, can be had independent of 

second-order quantification, Boolos’s position might be seen as fitting nicely with the 

conception of ontological commitment that I’ve been developing in this dissertation. 

Now, if the foregoing is correct, it seems that the class nominalist should want 

classes to be construed as collections.  This would allow her to claim that her theory is 

committed to individuals only and is thus more ontologically parsimonious than the 

realist’s theory; if she has to construe classes as sets (or, better, non-collections), it seems 

that her theory is no more viable than the realist’s (for the reasons that I’ve given 

throughout §2.4).  However, construing classes as collections in this way is problematic 

for precisely the same reasons that I discussed in §2.4.2.  Indeed, I don’t see any real 

difference between this version of class nominalism and the one discussed in §2.4.2.  

Both are supposed to be “ontologically innocent” as regards collections of individuals.  

And it is precisely this supposed ontological innocence that forces the class nominalist to 

analyze a sentence like ‘There are five distinct blue things’ as ‘There is a collection of 

five distinct things’.  How the latter sentence (or a regimentation thereof) is supposed to 

account for the fact that these things are blue remains a mystery – that there is such a 

collection is a trivial consequence of any theory that says that there are five distinct 

things.  This version of class nominalism, like the one discussed just before it, fails to 
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account for the requisite facts because its paraphrases are inapt.  And, it won’t do to say 

that the members of the collection in question are blue because the collection is plurally 

referred to by the word ‘Blue’ – this is just predicate nominalism in disguise. 

Furthermore, if plural quantification allows class nominalism to be “ontologically 

innocent” then it does so because it is a mechanism for grouping individuals without 

having to incur an additional commitment to the “group” or “collection”.  But this 

mechanism allows for the grouping of any individuals.  The problem of universals is a 

problem about explaining why some individuals form a natural group whereas others 

don’t.  If the grouping mechanism allows for just any individuals to form a group, then it 

does nothing to account for the fact that some of them are “natural” groups and others 

aren’t.  This, again, is just the problem of distinguishing between natural and non-natural 

classes, which I’ve characterized as a failure of conservatism.  Saying that there is 

something over and above the individuals – the “group” or “collection” – in some cases 

(i.e. the cases in which they share a property) but not in others might do the job (although 

it might still get the order of explanation wrong).  But, of course, this requires the class 

nominalist to posit a basic asymmetry between collections and those things that belong to 

collections, which is just the problem with which I began the discussion of class 

nominalism. 

To sum up, there simply seems to be no way of construing class nominalism such 

that it ends up more viable than realism.  If it is to be more ontologically parsimonious 

(and thus more viable than realism), it fails to be adequate (or properly conservative).  If 

it is to be adequate (or properly conservative), it must include an unanalyzable, 

asymmetrical, dyadic predicate, the inclusion of which in the existential sentences of a 

theory generates commitments to things of two explanatorily basic kinds, which is 

precisely the number of explanatorily basic qualitative commitments that the realist has. 
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2.4.4 The Indispensability of Classes 

There is one final consideration that might lead one to believe that class nominalism is 

the most viable of any of the theories adopted in order to solve the problem of universals.  

Quine himself (see, e.g., [1960: 266-70]) argues that classes are indispensable for the 

purposes of scientific theorizing, and so any theory that is to be consistent with total 

science must posit them.  For Quine, a theory that incurs an ontological commitment to 

classes (in addition to those individuals – “physical objects” for Quine – that are 

members of them) is the simplest and most uniform one that can simultaneously account 

for all of the facts needed to be accounted for by the most viable scientific theory.  I’ve so 

far been ignoring these sorts of facts in my discussion of the problem of universals, but it 

seems that a theory that is adequate to the facts central to the problem of universals while 

also being adequate to these other sorts of facts is, ceteris paribus, a more viable theory 

than one that isn’t adequate in both of these ways.  Based on this line of reasoning, one 

might think that any of the theories that I’m discussing here needs to posit classes in 

order to be adequate to the aforementioned facts.  It would seem, then, that class 

nominalism has a “leg up” on the competition: while each of the other theories must posit 

classes and their members in addition to whatever else it posits in accounting for the facts 

central to the problem of universals, the class nominalist accounts for all of these facts in 

terms of classes and their members.  From the standpoint of ontological parsimony, it 

would seem that the indispensability of classes for science renders class nominalism the 

most ontologically parsimonious theory of the lot. 

 My response to this line of reasoning goes back to what I said just prior to the 

beginning of §2.4.1.  While this line of reasoning would indeed establish class 

nominalism as the most ontologically parsimonious of all the theories being considered in 

this dissertation, it ignores the fact that class nominalism fails to get the order of 

explanation correct in accounting for property possession in terms of class membership.  
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This doesn’t show class nominalism (of the very first sort I considered) to be inadequate 

to the facts central to the problem of universals, but it does reveal it to be inferior in a 

crucial way to most of the other theories offered in response to the problem of universals.  

It is my contention that this reason is enough to reject class nominalism as a viable 

solution to the problem of universals.  If a theory that already has ontological 

commitments to classes and members thereof is to be a viable solution to this problem, it 

needs to supplement these ontological commitments with those of one of the other 

theories being considered here.  Even if commitments to classes and members thereof are 

indispensable for the purposes of scientific reasoning, a theory that has only these 

commitments fails to be a viable solution to the problem of universals (let alone the most 

viable solution). 

 

2.5 Extreme Resemblance Nominalism 

Consider once more the following sentences, which, as I’ve already indicated, might 

belong to an ordinary description of the world I described in §1.1: 

(1*) a is a blue sphere 

 (1) a is blue 

 (2*) b is a blue cube 

 (2) b is blue 

 (3*) a and b are (distinct) blue things 

 (4*) a resembles b 

 (4) b resembles a 

So far in this chapter, my discussion has been focused on theories in which sentences like 

4* (and 4) taken to be explained (i.e. paraphrased) by sentences like 3*.  This section 

marks a shift in the discussion, as I now turn my attention to extreme resemblance 



153 

 

nominalism, a theory in which sentences like 3* (and, ultimately, sentences like 1 and 2) 

are taken to be explained (i.e. paraphrased) by sentences like 4* and 4. 

 To characterize the extreme resemblance nominalist’s position in more 

straightforward terms, she holds that two objects have the same property in virtue of 

resembling each other, not vice versa.  Like each of the nominalists I’ve already 

discussed, the resemblance nominalist (in the interest of brevity, I shall hereafter dispense 

with the word ‘extreme’ in referring to nominalists of this sort) holds that her theory is 

more viable than the realist’s in virtue of its greater ontological parsimony: whereas the 

realist is committed to both universals and particulars, the resemblance nominalist 

purports to be committed only to particulars.  As before, in order to assess this claim, I 

need to determine the ontological commitments of the resemblance nominalist’s 

regimented theory, and then compare those to the ontological commitments of the 

realist’s regimented theory.  It turns out, however, that this is a more complicated 

enterprise than it initially appears to be, for there are several different versions of 

resemblance nominalism that might be developed. 

 

2.5.1 The Resemblance “Relation” 

The most natural assumption that one might make about the resemblance nominalist’s 

position, especially given how I have so far characterized it, is that she holds that there is 

no ordinary language paraphrase available for sentences like ‘a resembles b’, and so in 

constructing her theory she simply regiments sentences like these into the language of 

first-order logic.  This is true of one sort of resemblance nominalism, but not, strictly 

speaking, true of another sort.  Complicating matters is the fact that resemblance 

nominalism of the first of the two sorts just mentioned is adopted in response to a famous 

argument against resemblance nominalism of the second of these sorts.  I turn now to 

providing the background for this argument. 
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 One might initially wonder what could motivate a resemblance nominalist to 

avoid regimenting sentences like ‘a resembles b’ directly into a first-order language.  The 

following line of reasoning might offer some explanation for this.  Consider the case in 

which a and b are both blue.  The resemblance nominalist explains this in terms of a 

resembling b (and vice versa).  But, in virtue of what, one might wonder, does a resemble 

b?  Surely it can’t be simply in virtue of the mere existence of a and b, for it seems clear 

that a and b could have existed without resembling each other (i.e. without both being 

blue).
66

  In other words, due to the apparent contingency of the truth of the predication ‘a 

resembles b’ and an accompanying desire for something that accounts for the difference 

between the case in which a and b exist and resemble each other and the case in which 

they both exist but don’t resemble each other,
67

 the resemblance nominalist might be led 

to think that there must be something in addition to a and b in the world that accounts for 

their resembling each other.  Thus, the resemblance nominalist might be led to think that 

‘a resembles b’ can be analyzed (explained, paraphrased) in terms of (a sentence 

expressing) the existence of a, b, and something else (which, given the methodological 

framework that I set out in chapter 1, would require the introduction of a new sentence 

that paraphrases ‘a resembles b’).  But, what might this other thing be?  Perhaps one 

might think that for a to resemble b is for a to stand in a relation – the relation of 

resemblance – to b.  So, the resemblance nominalist might posit a, b, and the relation of 

                                                 
66

 Of course, one might wish to reject this claim.  This would, it seems, require one to make something 

like the claim that both a and b are “by their very natures” blue, which seems to entail that a (or b), if it 

exists, is necessarily blue.  Such a position is, at the very least, counterintuitive.  After all, it seems that an 

object could cease to be blue (and become black instead, perhaps) without becoming some wholly new 

object – I don’t think anyone would want to say, for example, that by dying a t-shirt black she’s caused one 

entity to go out of existence and another to come into existence in its place.  I’m not going to spend any 

time here discussing such a view, for it faces the same basic problems (which I’ll discuss ahead) as other 

versions of resemblance nominalism that don’t share these counterintuitive consequences. 
67

 This is obviously quite similar to the demand for a truthmaker that I discussed in §1.3.1. 
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resemblance in which they stand in order to explain the difference between the case in 

which they resemble each other and the case in which they don’t. 

 But, the introduction of a relation of resemblance appears to lead to Russell’s
68

 

famous regress: 

If we wish to avoid the universals whiteness and triangularity, we shall 

choose some particular patch of white or some particular triangle, and say 

that anything is white or a triangle if it has the right sort of resemblance to 

our chosen particular.  But then the resemblance required will have to be a 

universal.  Since there are many white things, the resemblance must hold 

between many pairs of particular white things; and this is the characteristic 

of a universal.  It will be useless to say that there is a different 

resemblance for each pair, for then we shall have to say that these 

resemblances resemble each other, and thus at last we shall be forced to 

admit resemblance as a universal.  The relation of resemblance, therefore, 

must be a true universal. [Russell 1912: 96] 

An example might help to clarify Russell’s point.  Consider again the description of W1, 

which might consist, in the first place, of the following ordinary language sentences: 

a is blue a is a cube  b is blue b is a sphere c is red   

 c is a cube d is red  d is a cone 

As I’ve pointed out, the resemblance nominalist thinks that these sentences are ultimately 

to be analyzed in terms of resemblances that hold between individual things.  For 

example, that a and b are both blue is presumably to be analyzed in terms of their 

resembling each other.  Thus, the resemblance nominalist holds that these sentences are 

ultimately to be paraphrased by the following list (which I earlier referred to as ‘List 2’): 

 

                                                 
68

 Armstrong [1989: 53] points out that both Mill and Husserl anticipate this argument.  Hochberg 

[2011: 1-2] notes the connection with Husserl (and with Moore), but, most interesting from an historical 

standpoint, he also points out that Abelard offers a strikingly similar argument for the conclusion that 

relations are to be rejected. 
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a resembles b  b resembles a  a resembles c 

 c resembles a  c resembles d  d resembles c 

Now, Russell’s point requires two steps.  The first is to demand that, e.g., a’s resembling 

b requires a to stand in some relation – that is, there must be something in which a stands 

– to b.  In other words, the demand is that in order for a to resemble b, resemblance must 

be reified.  The second step is to claim that the reification of resemblance forces one to 

either recognize some one entity that is common in each case of resemblance – i.e. the 

universal resemblance – or else be faced with a regress of explanation.  For suppose one 

wants to say that the “relation” of resemblance that holds between a and b (call it r1) is 

numerically distinct from the “relation” of resemblance that holds between a and c (call it 

r2).  It remains to be explained why both r1 and r2 are resemblance relations, just as an 

explanation of why both a and b are blue was needed in the first place.  The obvious 

move for the resemblance nominalist to make is just to say that r1 resembles r2.  But, this 

seems to require some further “relation” r3.  And, of course, it needs to be explained why 

r3 is a resemblance relation like r1 and r2.  Once again, it seems that this is to be 

explained by the fact that r3 resembles r1 (and, for that matter, r2).  This must go on ad 

infinitum, and so no “rock-bottom” explanation of the initial resemblances is reached.  

But, Russell says, such an explanation can be reached by saying that the resemblance 

“relation” in each case is numerically the same – i.e. that it is the universal resemblance. 

 There are two primary ways that resemblance nominalists have responded to this 

argument.  The first is to argue that this regress is, in fact, not vicious.  This has been 

done in a number of different ways, which are nicely summarized by Daly [1997: 148-

53] and, following him, Rodriguez-Pereyra [2002: 108-10], neither of whom find any of 

the arguments against the viciousness of the regress convincing.  That Rodriguez-Pereyra 

doesn’t is particularly important, for his rejection of these arguments comes within what 
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is perhaps the most systematic recent defense of extreme resemblance nominalism
69

 

(Daly, on the other hand, is ultimately arguing against moderate – that is, “trope” – 

resemblance nominalism, which I’ll discuss in §2.6).  While I agree with both Daly and 

Rodriguez-Pereyra about the success (or lack thereof) of these arguments, I think that 

realism can be shown to be at least as viable as resemblance nominalism regardless of 

whether the regress is vicious, so I won’t spend time rehearsing the arguments against its 

viciousness here.  Instead, I want to focus on the first step of Russell’s argument. 

As van Cleve [1994: 578] and, following him, Rodriguez-Pereyra [2002: 111] 

point out, the regress does not seem to be generated if the resemblance nominalist refuses 

to concede that resemblance is an entity – i.e. something that exists in addition to the 

things that resemble each other.  So, it seems that one might avoid facing Russell’s 

regress by rejecting the first step in Russell’s argument.  But, suppose for the sake of 

argument that a resemblance nominalist does accept the first step of Russell’s argument 

and thus thinks that resemblance must be something in addition to the things that 

resemble one another.  How is this resemblance nominalist’s theory to be regimented?  If 

each pair of resembling things is construed as standing in the same (i.e. numerically one) 

relation of resemblance, then it seems that the regimentation of List 2 (which, recall, is 

the resemblance nominalist’s ultimate “ordinary language theory”, if I may, of W1) will 

be something like the following: 

Stands(a, b, r)  Stands(b, a, r)  Stands(a, c, r) 

Stands(c, a, r)  Stands(c, d, r)  Stands(d, c, r) 

Here, ‘r’ names the relation in which each pair stands – the first sentence on this list, for 

example, is read ‘a stands in r to b’.  Now, this regimented theory entails one existential 

sentence, namely: 

                                                 
69

 Indeed, much of my discussion of resemblance nominalism in this dissertation focuses on 

Rodriguez-Pereyra’s [2002] treatment of the theory. 
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 xyz Stands(x, y, z) 

Thus, according to Quine’s Criterion, this theory of W1 incurs ontological commitments 

to things of at least two kinds: things that stand in things to things and things in which 

things stand to things (obviously, these descriptions are a bit odd-sounding, but hopefully 

the point is clear).
70

 

Since the existential sentence given above (as well as the atomic sentences that 

generate it) is unanalyzable in the resemblance nominalist’s theory, her theory thus incurs 

two explanatorily basic qualitative ontological commitments.  This just so happens to be 

the same number of explanatorily basic qualitative commitments that are incurred by the 

realist’s theory, which indicates that these theories are equally ontologically 

parsimonious from a qualitative standpoint.
71

  This would indicate that, at least prima 

facie, realism is at least as viable as this sort of resemblance nominalism.  If, however, 

quantitative parsimony is thought of as a sort of “tiebreaker” between theories that are 

equally qualitatively parsimonious (I wish to remain agnostic on this point), there might 

be reason to think that this version of the resemblance nominalism is more ontologically 

parsimonious than realism due to it greater quantitative parsimony.  After all, the 

resemblance nominalist presumably posits all of the “particulars” that the realist does, but 

posits only one entity in addition to these; the realist, on the other hand, presumably 

posits more than one “universal” (i.e. things that are instantiated).  I shall argue in the 

next section, however, that resemblance nominalism (of any sort) turns out to be a more 

                                                 
70

 That this sentence generates commitments to things of at least two kinds (rather than just one) is 

clear from the importance of order of the terms in the predication.  Take the example of ‘Stands-in(a, b, r)’: 

it is true of both a and b that they stand in r to each other, but it is not true of r that it stands in either of the 

other terms to the third term.  To put it another way, it doesn’t matter which order ‘a’ and ‘b’ occur in the 

predication as long as each of them is among the first two terms; ‘r’, on the other hand, must occur as the 

third term in the predication.  See §1.3.2 for a more general discussion of this point. 
71

 This is, at base, just a variation of Russell’s point: the resemblance nominalist must choose between 

a vicious regress or a theory that is no better off from the standpoint of ontological parsimony than realism 

is. 
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quantitatively profligate theory than realism does and thus cannot be preferred on the 

grounds of quantitative parsimony. 

It’s worth making it explicit here that realism seems to be at least as viable as this 

version of resemblance nominalism even if syntactic simplicity is taken to be the primary 

theoretical virtue.  To see this, consider that fact that this version of resemblance 

nominalism would seem to require the inclusion of the following “basic principle” in 

order to establish the symmetry of resemblance: ‘xy [Stands(x, y, r) → Stands(y, x, 

r)]’.  As I’ve already pointed out, it seems that a realist theory must include a basic 

principle to establish the asymmetry of instantiation, but this merely makes this version 

of resemblance nominalism equally syntactically simple as realism.  Furthermore, the 

resemblance nominalist will have to include principles establishing the transitivity and, it 

seems, reflexivity of resemblance (I’ll discuss this feature, in particular, just ahead), 

whereas it is unclear whether the realist needs to include any principle establishing the 

intransitivity
72

 of instantiation (irreflexivity, however, seems required).  In any case, it 

should be clear that realism seems to be, from a syntactic perspective, at least as simple 

as this version of resemblance nominalism.  Indeed, their mirroring complexities from a 

syntactic perspective seem to lend credence to Russell’s basic point that resemblance 

nominalism must ultimately posit at least one universal – “and, having admitted one 

universal, we have no longer any reason to reject the others” [Russell 1911: 112]. 

Notice that if the resemblance nominalist decides to treat each individual 

resemblance relation as numerically distinct from the others, the qualitative parsimony of 

her theory is not increased (but the syntactic simplicity of it is significantly decreased
73

).  

                                                 
72

 This is especially true if higher-order universals are admitted.  See §4.1 for more discussion. 
73

 The reason for this is that it seems she will have to include a basic principle specifying the 

symmetry, transitivity, and reflexivity of each distinct resemblance relation. 
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This sort of resemblance nominalism would involve something like the following 

regimentation of List 2:
74

   

Stands(a, b, r1) Stands(b, a, r1) Stands(a, c, r2) 

Stands(c, a, r2) Stands(c, d, r3) Stands(d, c, r3) 

It should be obvious that regimenting the theory in this way gains nothing over the 

previous regimentation, for this regimented theory entails the same existential sentence 

(and thus incurs the same explanatorily basic qualitative commitments) as before.  

Furthermore, the quantitative commitments of this theory are more than the previous 

theory – although, again, I don’t think that this ultimately matters to the comparison with 

realism because, as I shall argue, any version of resemblance nominalism turns out to be 

more quantitatively profligate than realism. 

 Since neither of these versions of resemblance nominalism seem to be of much 

help in establishing the greater ontological parsimony (or, at the very least, the greater 

qualitative ontological parsimony) of resemblance nominalism over realism, suppose 

instead that the resemblance nominalist rejects the first step of Russell’s argument and 

refuses to treat the resemblance “relation” as an entity.  Ultimately, this is to treat 

resemblance as unanalyzable (or “primitive”), much in the same way that the realist takes 

instantiation to be unanalyzable.  (Interestingly enough, Rodriguez-Pereyra [2002: 63] 

admits as much.)  To put this as I did earlier, on this version of resemblance nominalism, 

ordinary language sentences like ‘a resembles b’ are regimented directly into a first-order 

language – they aren’t first paraphrased in terms of a’s standing in r to b and then 

regimented.  So, on this version of resemblance nominalism, a regimentation of List 2 

ends up being something like: 

                                                 
74

 Here, I’ve treated, e.g., a’s resembling b and b’s resembling a as involving the same resemblance 

relation. 
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 Resembles(a, b) Resembles(b, a) Resembles(a, c) 

 Resembles(c, a) Resembles(c, d) Resembles(d, c) 

This regimented theory entails the following existential sentence: 

 xy Resembles(x, y) 

Unlike the previously-discussed versions of resemblance nominalism, this version seems 

to incur only one explanatorily basic qualitative commitment: to things that resemble 

things.  So, it seems that this version of resemblance nominalism, unlike the others 

already discussed, is prima facie more (qualitatively) ontologically parsimonious – and 

thus prima facie more viable – than realism. 

 It’s worth noting before continuing that, from the standpoint of syntactic 

simplicity, realism seems to be at least as simple as this version of resemblance 

nominalism.  The reasons for this should be familiar from above: the resemblance 

nominalist needs to include principles to account for the symmetry, transitivity, and, it 

seems, reflexivity of resemblance, whereas the realist most likely needs to include 

principles accounting for the asymmetry and irreflexivity of instantiation, and perhaps its 

intransitivity as well.  I don’t intend for this point to carry much weight – as I said in 

§1.4.1, I take ontological parsimony to be the most important feature related to the virtue 

of simplicity.  This point is relevant, though, to the comparison of the two theories 

because it indicates that there is no reason issuing from considerations of syntactic 

simplicity to prefer resemblance nominalism to realism. 

 

2.5.2 Problems with Resemblance Nominalism 

As it turns out, though, there are several problems that the resemblance nominalist must 

face before she can declare her theory more viable than the realist’s.  One of them I 

glossed over when I discussed the various ways that a resemblance nominalist might 
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regiment the sentences of the ordinary language description of W1.  Recall that among 

those sentences was the sentence ‘d is a cone’ and that none of the other sentences 

mentioned something’s being a cone.  Since the resemblance nominalist wants to account 

for two things’ having the same property (e.g. two things’ being blue) in terms of their 

resembling each other, one might wonder how she accounts for what Rodriguez-Pereyra 

[2002: 90-1] calls “one-instance properties”: i.e. properties like being a cone in W1, 

which are possessed by only one thing.  Indeed, none of the various resemblance 

nominalist regimentations of the ordinary description of W1 that I’ve so far considered 

have included a sentence that accounts for d’s being a cone.  But, this fact must be 

accounted for if the resemblance nominalist’s theory is to be adequate. 

 Rodriguez-Pereyra’s initial suggestion is to say that a single instance of a property 

is to be accounted for by a particular’s resembling itself.  In other words, ‘d is a cone’ is 

to be regimented as ‘Resembles(d, d)’.  He mentions Armstrong’s [1978a: 53] 

dissatisfaction with this solution to the problem, which he says is based on the latter’s 

view that it is impossible for a particular to resemble itself.  In fact, Armstrong’s 

dissatisfaction with this solution seems to stem from a more general dissatisfaction with 

reflexive relations (see Armstrong [1978b: 91-2]), but even he admits that one need not 

accept such a view in order to have grounds for rejecting the aforementioned solution: 

But even if this point is not pressed and we allow the notion of a thing 

resembling itself, this certainly cannot be the relation which Resemblance 

theorists had in mind when they proposed their analysis.  If a thing’s 

whiteness is determined by its resemblance to itself, then the appeal to 

other things of the same sort is quite unnecessary.  For if this convenient 

relation of self-resemblance can be appealed to in cases where there is no 

external thing to resemble, why not appeal to it all cases of resemblance?  

This appears to be a reductio ad absurdum of the Resemblance analysis. 

[1978a: 53]
75

 

                                                 
75

 Armstrong [2003: 286] touches on this point (less clearly, I might add, than in the aforementioned 

passage) in his review of Rodriguez-Pereyra’s book: “Pointing out that the thing resembles itself would 
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Rodriguez-Pereyra never directly addresses this objection – he merely points to the fact 

that resemblance, according to his theory, is in fact reflexive.  This would obviously 

avoid the worry that he attributes to Armstrong, but it would not obviously avoid this 

other worry of Armstrong’s, which, again, he fails to mention altogether. 

Rodriguez-Pereyra does, however, admit that while the reflexivity of resemblance 

might be thought to help the resemblance nominalist avoid the problem of a single one-

instance property, it cannot help her to avoid another, related problem, which might be 

called “the problem of multiple co-instantiated one-instance properties”: 

[…I]f a is the only particular, then not only may it be the only scarlet 

particular but also, say, the only square particular.  If so, the one and only 

one scarlet particular is also the one and only one square particular, and so 

the properties of being scarlet and being square are coextensive […] And 

so in this case saying that resembling all the scarlet particulars, that is, 

resembling a, is what makes a scarlet will not do, for then resembling a 

would also be what makes it square. [2002: 90-1] 

This is obviously just an instance of the “coextension difficulty” that I introduced in 

§2.4.2.  As I discussed there, Rodriguez-Pereyra’s solution is to invoke modal realism to 

solve the problem: in addition to the actual scarlet things and the actual square things 

(here, a), there are many possible scarlet things and many possible square things, so the 

“class”
76

 of all and only scarlet things and the class of all and only square things are not 

coextensional (because it is obviously possible for something that is scarlet to not be 

square, and for something that is square to not be scarlet).  This is the same solution he 

employs here.  In response to this maneuver, Armstrong [2003: 285] says: “Many of us 

would find this a very heavy ontological price to pay.  Trope theories and theories of 

                                                                                                                                                 
seem to be fudging the issue.  The trouble is that a resemblance nominalism, like a class nominalism, 

makes properties depend on something lying outside the object that has the property.” 
76

 The reason for my use of scare quotes will become clear just ahead. 
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universals do not have to pay it.”
77

  As I pointed out in §2.4.2, if Rodriguez-Pereyra is 

correct in his agreement with Lewis that modal realism entails counterpart theory, then 

Armstrong’s response is potentially justified, for the resemblance nominalist’s theory 

may incur explanatorily basic commitments to things that are counterparts of things in 

addition to things that resemble things, which would make her theory no more 

qualitatively ontologically parsimonious – and thus no more viable – than the realist’s.
78

 

 So, it seems that the resemblance nominalist might be able to avoid the 

coextension difficulty by invoking modal realism.  But, there appears to be some reason 

to think that this sort of maneuver yields a theory that is no more qualitatively 

ontologically parsimonious than the realist’s theory, undermining resemblance 

nominalism’s purported advantage over realism.  What is more, as I pointed out in §2.4.2, 

this maneuver presumably yields a theory that is more quantitatively profligate than the 

realist’s theory as well.  The reason for this is obvious: a theory that is committed to a 

pluriverse full of possible worlds seems to have a minimum model with a much larger 

cardinality than a theory that isn’t so committed, even if the latter theory is committed to 

both particulars and universals.  Thus, even if quantitative parsimony is a sort of 

“tiebreaker” between theories that are equally qualitatively parsimonious, it would seem 

to support the greater viability of realism over resemblance nominalism in light the 

coextension difficulty. 

                                                 
77

 Armstrong clearly thinks that this sort of maneuver is objectionable due to its inflation of the 

ontology.  If this ends up being a concern for quantitative rather than qualitative ontological parsimony, 

then it is at the very least of secondary importance in determining whether resemblance nominalism is more 

viable than realism.  (I shall, however, argue just ahead that if quantitative parsimony is considered a 

theoretical virtue – albeit one that is less important than qualitative parsimony – then this expansion of the 

resemblance nominalist’s commitments can be seen as making realism more viable than resemblance 

nominalism.) 
78

 This is assuming, of course, that the realist is not, for independent reasons, forced to accept modal 

realism and, consequently, counterpart theory. 
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 The coextension difficulty (and, relatedly, the use of modal realism to “solve” it) 

highlights a feature of resemblance nominalism that deserves careful attention.  

Typically, when one speaks of “properties” as being coextensive, as Rodriguez-Pereyra 

does in the preceding paragraph, one is thinking of these “properties” as classes or sets.  

Indeed, this is precisely why an appeal to modal realism is supposed to solve the 

coextension difficulty: given modal realism, the property of being scarlet must be distinct 

from the property of being square since the class of scarlet things has members that are 

not members of the class of square things.  It is more or less standard in the literature on 

resemblance nominalism (see, e.g., Price [1953: 20-3] and Rodriguez-Pereyra [2002: 56-

62]) to talk about classes of resembling particulars or “property classes”, so much so that 

one might be led to think that resemblance nominalism is at base really just a version of 

class nominalism. 

To reach this conclusion, however, would be a mistake, and the Quinean 

conception of paraphrase can help one to see why.  While the resemblance nominalist 

might be happy to paraphrase an ordinary language sentence such as ‘a is red’ with 

another sentence like ‘a is a member of (the property class) Red’, the latter sentence isn’t 

ultimately regimented directly into the resemblance nominalist’s theory.  At base, what it 

is to belong to a certain property class for the resemblance nominalist is to resemble all of 

the other members of the class.  In other words, an ordinary language sentence like ‘a is a 

member of (the property class) Red’ is to be paraphrased once again as something like ‘a 

resembles b1, b2, etc.’ where each ‘bn’ is a name for another member of the property class 

Red (and, presumably, the list of these names exhausts all members of that class).  

Crucially, then, talk of classes (and, specifically, membership in classes), if it is to play a 

role in the resemblance nominalist’s theory, shouldn’t play an explanatorily basic role.  In 

other words, the resemblance nominalist, in accounting for the sorts of facts that are 

central to the problem of universals, shouldn’t, it seems, rely on an unanalyzable 
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predicate such as ‘Member(x, y)’ lest she face the same problems that the class nominalist 

does.  As it turns out, however, an explanatorily basic commitment to classes and 

members thereof, as long as it is supplemented with some other explanatorily basic 

commitment, might yield a theory that is more viable than the class nominalist’s.  I shall 

discuss this in more detail in §2.5.2. 

 It’s important to be clear, first and foremost, about what a regimented 

resemblance nominalist theory would look like given the foregoing points about the 

coextension difficulty and the role of classes in the theory.  Consider once again the 

following description of W1: 

a is blue a is a cube  b is blue b is a sphere c is red   

 c is a cube d is red  d is a cone 

There are five distinct properties picked out in this description, so, speaking loosely, there 

should be five property classes, each one corresponding to one (and only one) of these 

properties.  Strictly speaking, though, the resemblance nominalist needs to preserve this 

“class structure” such that it is based on an explanatorily basic commitment to things that 

resemble things – in other words, the preservation of this class structure needs to be done 

in such a way that it is based on resemblance rather than just the “relation” of class 

membership.  The most obvious way of doing so is by regimenting the theory using a 

symmetrical “variably polyadic” (or “multigrade”) – rather than merely dyadic – 

resemblance predicate.  So, for example, the resemblance nominalist’s regimented theory 

of W1 might look something like: 

Resembles(a, b, p1) Resembles(a, c, p2) Resembles(b, p3) 

Resembles(c, d, p4) Resembles(d, p5, p6, p7) 

Each ‘pn’ in this theory stands for one of the possible individuals posited by the theory 

due to its endorsement of modal realism (there will obviously be more of these – perhaps 
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infinitely many – within the scope of each resemblance predicate, but I think one gets a 

fairly clear idea of what the theory would look like by including only a few).  The first of 

these sentences corresponds to the property (or property class) of being blue, the second 

(moving right to left) to being cubical, the third to being spherical, and so on.  It seems 

that, at the very least, the resemblance nominalist is able to preserve the aforementioned 

“class structure” in terms of resemblance. 

 Of course, this theory looks quite a bit different than the one with which I ended 

§2.5.1.  For one thing, it seems to entail more existential sentences than that theory, 

which, recall, entails only ‘xy Resembles(x, y)’.  This theory, on the other hand, 

entails: 

xy Resembles(x, y)  xyz Resembles(x, y, z) 

xyzv Resembles(x, y, z, v) 

One obvious question to ask is whether this theory, since it entails more existential 

sentences, also incurs more explanatorily basic qualitative commitments.  The answer 

would appear to turn on whether being of the kind things that resemble one thing is 

fundamentally different than being of the kind things that resemble two things or things 

that resemble three things.  It’s not immediately obvious, however, how one is to settle 

this issue. 

 Fortunately, Rodriguez-Pereyra can be seen as giving some guidance as to how 

this issue should be settled by leveling a criticism against any theory that takes a 

resemblance relation with an adicity greater than two (in his terms, a “collective” 

resemblance relation) to be basic.  Such a criticism would obviously apply to the version 

of resemblance nominalism I’ve just been developing, for this theory treats the polyadic 

predicate ‘Resembles(x,…, y)’ (of various adicities, as I just noted) as unanalyzable.  

Rodriguez-Pereyra [2002] says (I quote him at length): 
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Consider the following basic fact about resemblance: if any number n of 

particulars resemble, then any subgroup of those particulars also resemble 

[…] Why? […I]f resemblance is non-collective [i.e. dyadic], the 

Resemblance Nominalist has an easy explanation.  For then [the members 

of the class {a, b, c}] resemble because a resembles b, a resembles c, and 

b resembles c.  And this entails that the members of [any subclass of {a, b, 

c}] also resemble […] But if resemblance is collective [i.e. can hold of 

more than two objects] then the fact that a, b, and c resemble is entirely 

independent of any resemblance facts about any two of them.  The 

collective resemblance of a, b, and c is an atomic fact which does not 

entail the resemblance of a and b.  ‘Collectivists’ about resemblance 

cannot then explain why if more than two particulars resemble, then so do 

any two of them.  True, they can stipulate that, if their collective 

resemblance relation obtains between the members of a certain class, then 

it obtains between the members of every subclass of it.  But this does not 

explain why, if the members of a class resemble, then so do the members 

of its subclasses.  The explanation of this, I maintain, is that resemblance 

links pairs of particulars; so that what makes the members of any class 

resemble is that they resemble pairwise, which entails that the members of 

all its subclasses resemble. [80-1] 

There is obviously a lot to digest in this passage, but the driving premise appears to be the 

one mentioned in the first sentence: it seems to be a basic fact about resemblance that for 

any number n of particulars, if they all resemble each other, then all the members of any 

subgroup of them also resemble each other.  Rodriguez-Pereyra takes this to be a 

Moorean fact about resemblance for which the resemblance nominalist – or, indeed, any 

theorist – needs to account.  So, in this sense, it seems that an adequate theory should, 

either explicitly or implicitly, account for this fact.  However, accounting for this 

Moorean fact about resemblance doesn’t seem to be enough for Rodriguez-Pereyra: he 

seems to be demanding that any theory be able to explain or analyze this fact.  And, he 
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thinks that treating resemblance as a “collective relation” rather than as a dyadic one
79

 

won’t allow a theory to provide the requisite explanation of this fact. 

According to the method of theory selection I developed in chapter 1, however, an 

explanation/analysis doesn’t seem to be required in order for the theory to be adequate to 

these Moorean facts about resemblance: it needs only to account for these facts, either 

explicitly or implicitly.  Rodriguez-Peryera mentions in the passage quoted above that 

merely stipulating that the right sorts of entailments won’t suffice as the sort of 

explanation that he requires, but such a stipulation seems sufficient to produce the sort of 

account required by the method of theory selection being utilized.  Suppose, then, that a 

theory treats resemblance as a “collective” relation of a fixed adicity – say, three.  It 

seems that in order to account for the features of resemblance that Rodriguez-Pereyra 

takes to be Moorean, this theory will need to include a principle of the following sort:
80

 

xyz (Resembles(x, y, z) → [Resembles(x, y) & Resembles(x, z) & 

Resembles(y, z)]) 

This stipulates that, for any collection of three things that resemble each other, any two of 

those things also resemble each other.  Such a principle would seem to account for the 

Moorean features of resemblance that Rodriguez-Pereyra is worried about preserving. 

 But, the foregoing indicates that a theory that appeals to a basic “collective 

resemblance” relation additionally needs to appeal to a basic dyadic resemblance relation 

in order to have an apparatus that can account for the Moorean features of resemblance 

highlighted by Rodriguez-Pereyra.  And, if both of these relations are “basic” 

(specifically, insofar as they are unanalyzable in terms of one another), as they clearly 

                                                 
79

 Rodriguez-Pereyra actually says that resemblance is an at most dyadic relation, because he needs to 

allow for the reflexivity of resemblance.  Of course, within my framework, accounting for resemblance 

with a dyadic predicate is consistent with both the relation’s holding of two terms and its being reflexive, so 

I don’t see any reason not to dispense with the qualification ‘at most’. 
80

 I’ve left out the conjuncts that would be established by the symmetry of ‘Resembles(x, y)’, which I 

am assuming is stipulated by an additional basic principle included in the theory. 
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are, then it seems that the unanalyzable predicates that correspond to them in the theory 

(i.e. the predicate ‘Resembles’ of an adicity greater than two and the predicate 

‘Resembles of adicity of two, respectively) generate distinct explanatorily basic 

qualitative ontological commitments (to things that collectively resemble each other and 

to things that resemble each other).  This means that an adequate resemblance nominalist 

theory that employs a predicate representing the relation of “collective” resemblance is 

more ontologically profligate (as well as more syntactically complex, given the need to 

include a basic principle of the aforementioned sort) than one that employs only a 

predicate representing a dyadic resemblance relation.  So, this means that a theory like 

the one I was developing earlier (in which ‘Resembles(x,…, y)’ is a variably polyadic 

predicate) should be construed, at the very least, as more ontologically profligate (and 

thus less viable) than the sort of resemblance nominalist theory that Rodriguez-Pereyra 

prefers. 

 There does seem, though, to be a way for a theory employing an unanalyzable 

predicate representing “collective” resemblance to avoid the charge of greater ontological 

profligacy: the theory can include principles that allow for sentences expressing 

“collective” resemblance to be reducible to sentences expressing dyadic resemblance.  

This, it seems, would require principles establishing that expressions involving 

‘Resembles(x,…, y)’ of an adicity greater than two are logically equivalent to 

conjunctions of expressions involving ‘Resembles(x, y)’ (i.e. of adicity two).  In other 

words, principles like the following would need to be included for each adicity (greater 

than two) that ‘Resembles’ has in the theory: 

xyz (Resembles(x, y, z) ↔ [Resembles(x, y) & Resembles(x, z) & 

Resembles(y, z)]) 

Such principles would make the qualitative ontological commitments generated by the 

predicates of greater adicities derived rather than explanatorily basic, just as the 
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commitments generated by the complex predicate in the sentence on the right side of the 

biconditional are derived from the explanatorily basic commitments generated by the 

unanalyzable predicate ‘Resembles(x, y)’.  The resulting theory would, of course, be 

more syntactically complex than one employing an unanalyzable dyadic predicate alone, 

but it is at least as ontologically parsimonious as the latter.  The greater syntactic 

complexity of such a theory, however, might give one reason to think that there is 

ultimately no real point in employing in one’s theory a resemblance predicate of an 

adicity greater than two – the resemblance nominalist could simply paraphrase (and thus 

eliminate from her regimented theory) any sentence involving ‘Resembles(x,…, y)’ of an 

adicity greater than two in terms of a conjunction (or a series of conjunctions) of 

‘Resembles(x, y)’ (i.e. of adicity two). 

 The upshot of the foregoing is that Rodriguez-Pereyra is correct to prefer a 

version of resemblance nominalism that treats resemblance as being, fundamentally, a 

dyadic relation that is reflexive, non-transitive, and symmetrical.  However, since I have 

shown how a theory may reduce the commitments generated by employing a “variably 

polyadic” resemblance predicate, I shall in the regimentations that follow sometimes use 

such a predicate.  This is done solely for the sake of simplicity – one can understand any 

instance of this variably polyadic predicate as being replaceable by a conjunction of 

dyadic resemblance predications. 

Since the version of resemblance nominalism that employs only the unanalyzable 

dyadic predicate ‘Resembles(x, y)’ incurs only one explanatorily basic ontological 

commitment (to things that resemble things), it would seem that it fares better than 

realism does from the standpoint of ontological parsimony.  However, this theory faces 

two basic problems, both of which, left unsolved, would show resemblance nominalism 

to fail to meet a minimal standard of conservatism that all of the other theories I’m 

discussing, including realism, can meet.  Solving these problems, I shall argue, forces the 



172 

 

resemblance nominalist to adopt a theory that is more ontologically profligate than 

realism – or, again, suffers from a devastating lack of conservatism.  Either way, 

resemblance nominalism ends up being less viable than realism. 

 

The Imperfect Community Difficulty 

The first of these problems is (a variation of) the so-called imperfect community difficulty 

(see, e.g., Goodman [1966: 162-4] and Rodriguez-Pereyra [2002: 142-9]).  Consider the 

following ordinary description of a world: 

a is a red paper cube  b is a blue paper sphere 

c is a red candy sphere d is a blue candy cube 

A resemblance nominalist will, it seems, include each of the following sentences 

(ignoring possibilia for the moment) in her regimented theory of this world: 

Resembles(a, c) Resembles(b, d) Resembles(a, b) 

Resembles(c, d) Resembles(a, d) Resembles(b, c) 

Each of these sentences corresponds to a specific “property class”: the first corresponds 

to the “class” of red things, for example; the second to the “class” of blue things; the third 

to the “class” of paper things; etc.  This is as it should be for a resemblance nominalist.  

However, these sentences collectively entail: 

Resembles(a, c) & Resembles(b, d) & Resembles(a, b) & Resembles(c, d) 

& Resembles(a, d) & Resembles(b, c) 

This sentence, as I pointed out earlier, must be considered to be logically equivalent to 

‘Resembles(a, b, c, d)’ (or, to put it another way, it counts as a paraphrase of ‘a, b, c, and 

d all resemble each other’).  There isn’t anything prima facie odd about this entailment, 

for a, b, c, and d are indeed a quartet of things each of which resembles the others.  But, 

there is no single property that all of these things have in virtue of resembling one 
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another.  So, it seems that their resembling one another doesn’t account for any property 

ascription.  But, as Rodriguez-Pereyra puts it, “if resembling each other does not make 

[these individuals] have any property, why does resembling each other make the red 

particulars have the property of being red?” [2002: 143].  If resemblance nominalism 

can’t provide a principled way of distinguishing between cases of “collective” 

resemblance in which there is a property shared and cases in which there isn’t (or, to put 

it another way, if it entails that there is a property that is shared when it is a Moorean fact 

that there isn’t one), as seems to be the case here, then it suffers from a devastating lack 

of conservatism.  This, I submit, would be reason enough to consider realism, which 

doesn’t suffer from this lack of conservatism, a more viable theory than resemblance 

nominalism. 

 Rodriguez-Pereyra [2002: 157-8] considers and rejects some attempts at solving 

this problem on the grounds that they depend on resemblance ultimately being a 

fundamentally “collective” relation (rather than a fundamentally dyadic one);
81

 he 

considers some others that he deems illegitimate because they covertly appeal to either 

properties or tropes.
82

  I’ve already discussed why he would find solutions of the first sort 

problematic, so I won’t reiterate those points here.  I’ll confine discussions of the latter 

two attempted solutions to a footnote, as Rodriguez-Pereyra’s criticisms of them are 

sound.
83

  The “solution” to the problem that bears detailed consideration is Rodriguez-

                                                 
81

 These are attempts he ascribes to Lewis [1983] and Hausman [1979]. 
82

 These are attempts he ascribes to Eberle [1975] and Wolterstorff [1960]. 
83

 In order to distinguish perfect communities from imperfect ones, Eberle [1975: 69] basically argues 

that perfect communities are those in which all of the members resemble each other in the same “respect”; 

imperfect communities, then, are those in which this isn’t the case.  But, this requires one to account for 

what it is to resemble something in a respect, which, as Rodriguez-Pereyra [2002: 157-8] argues, seems to 

require an appeal to the sharing of a property.  This, of course, is just to make the resemblance nominalist’s 

explanandum the new explanans.  In any case, there seems to be some basic distinction between “respects” 

of resemblance that Eberle isn’t making explicit, and such a distinction would serve to undermine the 

resemblance nominalist’s project.  Wolterstorff [1960: 193-4] clearly appeals to what I will in §2.6 call 

“tropes” when he introduces “aspects” of concrete particulars.  He adds such “aspects” to classes of 
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Pereyra’s own, which is drawn from Goodman’s “mereological” solution.  I’ll argue in 

what follows that both of these solutions are problematic. 

 Goodman’s [1966: 211-2]
84

 solution to the problem is based on mereological and 

“similarity” relations between basic phenomenal elements (“erlebs”).  The resemblance 

nominalists with whom I’m concerned here aren’t phenomenalists of this sort, however, 

since they are presumably discussing resemblances that hold between ordinary “things” 

(or else between the “things” posited by the ideal physical theory – e.g. quarks, etc.).  In 

light of this, Goodman’s solution needs to be adapted to these resemblance nominalist’s 

purposes.  What follows is a resemblance nominalist version of Goodman’s framework.  

His basic idea is that a perfect community is a class in which each member resembles not 

just every other member, but also any pair of members.  This is put in mereological terms 

as follows.  A class, for Goodman, is a sum of individuals – he uses the operator ‘+’ to 

construct sums.  So, the class of a, b, c, and d (the objects I introduced above) is, for 

Goodman, the sum a+b+c+d.  A pair is, it seems, just the sum of two individuals; so, the 

pair of a and b is represented as a+b.  Now, as I said, the class of a, b, c, and d will be a 

perfect community just in case each one of its members resembles any pair of its 

members.  This, however, would not, according to Goodman’s theory, be the case for the 

class of a, b, c, and d, because a, for example, doesn’t resemble the pair b+d.  The reason 

for this is presumably that b+d is what one might call a “blue pair” – that is, both 

members of the pair are blue – but a isn’t blue and so doesn’t resemble the pair.  Thus, 

                                                                                                                                                 
concrete particulars in order to avoid the imperfect community difficulty: roughly, a perfect community is 

perfect in virtue of including all of the resembling particulars and the “aspect” in virtue of which they all 

resemble each other.  But, the introduction of “aspects” raises new problems for Wolterstorff’s view: for 

example, what is the relationship between a particular and an aspect?  Solving this problem, I submit, will 

require one to either adopt some version of trope theory (see §2.6) or else a Baxterian-style realism (see 

§3.1.1).  Either way, Rodriguez-Pereyra is right to claim that the resemblance nominalist’s “game” has 

been abandoned. 
84

 See Rodriguez-Pereyra [2002: 158-61] for his discussion of this solution, which I am following to 

some degree in this section. 
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it’s possible for the resemblance nominalist to distinguish those classes in which all the 

members share a common property from those in which this isn’t the case.  The imperfect 

community difficulty is in this way solved. 

 It should be apparent, though, that there is something suspect going on here.  As 

Rodriguez-Pereyra points out, the resemblance relation (Goodman calls this relation ‘L’) 

that holds between an individual and a sum bears some investigation.  If it is the 

resemblance relation appealed to by the resemblance nominalist, then its holding between 

an individual and a pair should guarantee that they share some property.  But what, asks 

Rodriguez-Pereyra, could such a property be?  After all, it is unclear what sorts of 

properties a sum might have.  His answer to this difficulty leads him to reject Goodman’s 

mereological solution to the imperfect community difficulty: 

[…I]t is clear what those properties of sums must be: the properties shared 

by the particulars which are their parts.  Thus if a, b, and c have F and so 

are parts of the F-whole, a+b must have F too in order for it to resemble c.  

But this assumes that every relevant predicate of the form ‘x is F’ is, to 

follow Goodman’s terminology, collective, which is not true.  A predicate 

is collective, according to Goodman, if it is satisfied by any sum of entities 

that satisfy it severally, that is, if ‘a is F’, ‘b is F’, and ‘c is F’ are true 

then ‘a+b+c is F’ is true […] But suppose F is a certain size, mass, or 

shape.  Whatever it might mean to assign a shape to a sum, it is surely 

false that if a and b are triangular then so is a+b.  And similarly for size, 

mass, and many other so-called ‘extensive’ properties. [2002: 160] 

Thus, because Rodriguez-Pereyra rejects the claim that all properties are “collective” in 

Goodman’s sense, he thinks that the relation of resemblance to which Goodman appeals 

won’t even guarantee that a true property class ends up being a perfect community as 

Goodman defines it.  So, this solution fails. 

 But, there’s an even deeper problem with Goodman’s solution that Rodriguez-

Pereyra fails to recognize (although his worries from above seem ultimately to be related 

to it).  Goodman’s solution is based on the failure of individuals and pairs of individuals 
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to stand in the relation of resemblance.  Put differently, for a “class” to be a perfect 

community, every individual must stand in the dyadic relation of resemblance to every 

“pair” of individuals that belong to that class.  This requires that pairs be able to stand in 

the relation of resemblance, which means that in regimenting the theory, sentences like 

the following must be included: 

 Resembles(a, b+c) 

But, this way of regimenting the theory suppresses a crucial complication in it.  On 

Goodman’s mereological conception of pairs, they are sums of individuals.  But, this just 

means that the theory must include sentences expressing the relationship between 

individuals and sums.  I’ve already discussed a theory of this sort in §2.4.1: the typical 

way of accounting for the relationship between an individual and a sum is in terms of the 

relationship of part to whole – that is, by using the primitive dyadic predicate (or 

something like it) ‘Part(x, y)’.
85

  By allowing ‘b+c’ to function as a term (and thus be 

accessible to quantification) in the sentence above, one suppresses the fact that one is 

appealing to a fundamental distinction between parts and wholes.  This fundamental 

distinction is expressed in a theory by employing an unanalyzable predicate such as 

‘Part(x, y)’, which, as I’ve already argued, generates two explanatorily basic qualitative 

ontological commitments.  Thus, Goodman’s “solution” to the problem requires the 

expansion of the resemblance nominalist’s explanatorily basic qualitative ontological 

commitments to three, which makes it more ontologically profligate than the realist’s 

theory. 

 It’s not surprising that Rodriguez-Pereyra doesn’t highlight this problem with 

Goodman’s solution, for his variation of the solution is subject to a variation of it.  He 

seeks to develop what he calls a “classial analogue” of Goodman’s solution.  The basic 
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 The other options for handling this relationship were already discussed in §2.4, where I argued that 

none of these options results in a theory that is more viable than realism. 
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idea behind it is this.  One can introduce a relation
86

, L*, that “[obtains] between every 

two disjoint subclasses of a property class” [Rodriguez-Pereyra 2002: 161].  Thus, a 

perfect community will be “a class, every two disjoint subclasses of which” stand in this 

relation.  Rodriguez-Pereyra takes this version of Goodman’s solution to be preferable to 

Goodman’s own insofar as it isn’t based on classes having the same properties that their 

members have – here, a property class is just a class of resembling particulars, and a 

perfect community is taken to be a class of resembling particulars any two disjoint 

subclasses of which stand in L*.  In other words, unlike Goodman’s solution, this version 

of the solution doesn’t require a class to stand in a resemblance relation to an individual, 

and so it doesn’t establish the unwanted conclusion (as Goodman’s does) that classes 

have the same properties as their members. 

 Rodriguez-Pereyra finds this solution lacking as it stands “since it does not make 

clear in what sense L* is a similarity or resemblance relation” [2002: 162].  His worry 

seems to be that in order for the introduction of L* to be consistent with a thoroughgoing 

resemblance nominalism, one needs to be able to specify a property that is shared by any 

classes that are related by L*.  To solve this problem, he introduces a class-theoretical 

hierarchy of “hereditary” resemblance pairs, which begins with “first-order” pairs (i.e. 

pairs of individuals), then “second-order” pairs (i.e. pairs of pairs of individuals), and 

ultimately proceeds through nth-order pairs.  He then says: 

[…] I can characterize, by means of a function f(x), whose value is a class 

of properties of x when x is either a particular or a hereditary pair, the 

properties of hereditary pairs whose sharing is required by the 

resemblance relation the Resemblance Nominalist needs […] Thus if x is a 

particular then the value of f(x) is the class of (sparse) properties of x.  If x 

is a first-order hereditary pair, that is, a pair of particulars, the value of f(x) 

depends on the values of f(y) and f(z) if y and z are the members of x.  

                                                 
86

 Rodriguez-Pereyra calls it ‘L*’ at first, but he later uses ‘R*’ when he defines it in terms of a 

function mapping terms onto property classes, as I’ll discuss ahead. 
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Similarly for higher-order pairs. […] Now x and y share some property if 

and only if f(x)f(y) ≠  […] x and y thus resemble each other if and only 

if f(x)f(y) ≠  [2002: 163-4] 

So, the idea is that for any two hereditary pairs that stand in L*, the property that they 

share in virtue of standing in L* ultimately depends on the property that their members 

share in virtue of standing in L*.  It is consequently no objection to argue that because 

classes (i.e. hereditary pairs) don’t share properties in the fashion that individuals do they 

should likewise not be thought to stand in L* like individuals do. 

Rodriguez-Pereyra’s version of Goodman’s solution supposedly solves the 

imperfect community difficulty by drawing a distinction between (1) classes all the 

members of which resemble each other, and the pairs of the members of which all 

resemble each other, and the pairs of the pairs of the members of which all resemble each 

other, etc. (i.e. perfect communities), and (2) classes with n members, which all resemble 

each other, but at least one of the nth-ordered pairs of which does not resemble at least 

one other of these nth-ordered pairs.  While this might seem to be an unnecessarily 

complicated and perhaps even counterintuitive way of accounting for naturally-occurring 

similarities, the complications will be worthwhile if it ends up producing a theory that is 

more ontologically parsimonious than realism (while also being adequate to the facts, 

sufficiently conservative and general, etc.).  However, the complications aren’t 

worthwhile, because, as I shall now argue, the resulting theory is more ontologically 

profligate than realism is.  My argument won’t focus on the formal details of Rodriguez-

Pereyra’s class-theoretical hierarchy because it’s unnecessary to do so – he’s already 

introduced a fatal flaw into his theory by appealing to this hierarchy in the first place. 

The first problem, at base, is that Rodriguez-Pereyra is clearly appealing to a 

primitive relation of class membership.  Just as Goodman has to rely on a fundamental 

distinction between parts and wholes (or individuals and sums) in order to solve the 



179 

 

imperfect community difficulty, so Rodriguez-Pereyra has to rely on a fundamental 

distinction between classes and members thereof in order to solve it.  I’ve shown how 

“class structures” can be preserved by the resemblance nominalist in terms of a variably 

polyadic resemblance predicate (which, of course, is ultimately reducible to or eliminable 

in favor of a conjunction of dyadic resemblance predications), but the classes to which 

Rodriguez-Pereyra is appealing here aren’t so eliminable.  Consider the following 

statement that he makes: 

Thus what makes F-particulars have the property F is not merely that they 

resemble each other, but also that their pairs resemble each other, and the 

pairs of their pairs resemble each other, and so on. [2002: 171] 

He is, of course, correct that his solution to the imperfect community difficulty commits 

him to this: a group of things’ sharing a property, on his scheme, is not merely a matter of 

their collective resemblance, but a matter of their collective resemblance plus 

resemblance between all their hereditary pairs.  This means that the way of regimenting 

the resemblance nominalist’s theory that I’ve been discussing so far is, strictly speaking, 

incorrect. 

To see this, suppose that there are only three blue things, a, b, and c.  What makes 

them all blue, according to Rodriguez-Pereyra, is not just that they all resemble each 

other (for this would allow the imperfect community difficulty to have purchase), but that 

any two pairs of them resemble each other as well, as do any two pairs of pairs of them, 

and so on.
87

  So, instead of including ‘Resembles(a, b)’, ‘Resembles(b, c)’, and 
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 Rodriguez-Pereyra defines a perfect community as follows: “Class α
0
 [i.e. a class with members of 

order 0 – thus, a class of individuals rather than pairs] is a perfect community if and only if, for every n ≥ 0, 

R* [see footnote 86 from this chapter] obtains between every two members of α
n 
[i.e. the class of nth-

ordered pairs whose “bases” are members of α
0
], that is, if and only if every two members of α

n
 share some 

property. 
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‘Resembles(a, c)’ in the regimented theory in order to account the fact that all of these 

things are blue, one needs to include each of these sentences plus:
88

 

Resembles({a, b}, {b, c})  Resembles({a, b}, {a, c}) 

Resembles({b, c}, {a, c}) 

Resembles({{a, b}, {b, c}}, {{a, b}, {a, c}}) 

Resembles({{a, b}, {b, c}}, {{b, c}, {a, c}}) 

Resembles({{a, b}, {a, c}}, {{b, c}, {a, c}}) 

etc. 

If syntactic simplicity were of primary importance, realism would obviously be 

preferable to this theory – after all, accounting for just the aforementioned facts seems to 

require an infinite number of sentences to be included in this theory.  But, as I’ve already 

mentioned ad nauseam, I am concerned, first and foremost, with a theory’s comparative 

ontological parsimony.  Prima facie, it seems that this theory entails just one existential 

sentence, ‘xy Resembles(x, y)’, which, as I discussed before, seems to generate only 

one explanatorily basic qualitative ontological commitment.  This would obviously make 

this theory more ontologically parsimonious than realism.  But, as with Goodman’s 

original solution, the assessment of the ontological parsimony of this theory is not so 

straightforward. 

It should be obvious that, just as the regimentation of Goodman’s solution 

requires the use of a predicate such as ‘Part(x, y)’, so the regimentation of this version of 

the solution requires the use of a similar predicate such as ‘Member(x, y)’.  The reason 

for this is that this theory contains a fundamental distinction between classes and 

members thereof.  If classes (or “pairs”) are to be allowed to stand as terms in this theory 
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 Here I’ve replaced Rodriguez-Pereyra’s ‘L*’ or ‘R*’ with ‘Resembles’ in order to maintain 

notational consistency with regimentations in the earlier parts of this section. 
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– and they obviously need to be – then the relationship between individuals (or 

“particulars” in Rodriguez-Pereyra’s terminology) and classes/pairs needs to be 

accounted for.  The only way I can see to do this is by employing a dyadic predicate of 

the sort I just mentioned.
89

  Thus, the correct regimentation of the three sentences 

mentioned prior to the list above plus the first sentence of that list would be something 

like: 

Resembles(a, b) Resembles(b, c) Resembles(a, c) 

Member(a, p1)  Member(b, p1)  Member(b, p2) 

Member(c, p2)  Resembles(p1, p2) 

This theory accounts for the resemblances between a, b, and c, as well as the resemblance 

that holds between the classes {a, b} (i.e. p1) and {b, c} (i.e. p2).  But, in doing so, it 

entails the following two existential sentences: 

xy Resembles(x, y)  xy Member(x, y) 

This theory, then, rather than incurring only one explanatorily basic qualitative 

ontological commitment, incurs three: a commitment to things that resemble things, a 

commitment to things that are members of things, and a commitment to things of which 

things are members.  Thus, this version of resemblance nominalism seems to be more 

ontologically profligate – and thus less viable – than realism. 

 The resemblance nominalist might, however, object to this on grounds similar to 

those I discussed in §2.4.4.  That is, she might argue that since a commitment to classes is 

indispensable in scientific theorizing, her theory is actually more ontologically 

parsimonious than the realist’s – after all, the resemblance nominalist has only three 

explanatorily basic qualitative commitments (including those to classes and members 
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 This isn’t quite true – one could instead try to work out one of the other versions of class nominalism 

discussed in §2.4, but I’ve already argued that these face just as many problems. 
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thereof), whereas the realist, if she is forced to incur the commitments to classes and 

members thereof, has four.  Furthermore, the resemblance nominalist might argue, her 

theory does not commit the sin of failing to preserve the correct order of explanation in 

“solving” the problem of universals.  This, of course, was my reason for rejecting class 

nominalism in the face of such appeals to the indispensability of classes: if class 

nominalism doesn’t preserve the correct order of explanation in accounting for the facts 

that are at the core of the problem of universals, then it isn’t to be considered a viable 

solution to that problem, even if the indispensability of classes ultimately makes a viable 

solution more ontologically profligate.  While the resemblance nominalist does appeal to 

classes and their members in an explanatorily basic way, she might argue that her 

additional appeal to resemblance in order to account for the sorts of facts central to the 

problem of universals allows her theory to preserve the correct order of explanation and 

thus remain viable. 

 My primary response to this is that the resemblance nominalist’s appeal to 

resemblance can itself be criticized for failing to preserve the correct order of explanation 

(see, e.g., Armstrong [1989: 49; 2003: 286]).  The criticism here is similar to the one 

leveled against class nominalism – as Armstrong puts it: 

[…H]ere we have a Euthyphro style dilemma.  Do particulars have the 

natures they have in virtue of their relations of resemblance to other 

particulars, or is it that particulars resemble each other in virtue of their 

nature?  I submit that the second answer is the most plausible. [2003: 286] 

Price [1969: 12-8] directly addresses this criticism, but his response turns on the fact that 

resemblances between things with determinable properties (such as a penny and a 

sixpence, to use his example, which are alike – but not exactly alike – with regard to 

being round) don’t always imply that there is some specific characteristic that is shared 

by them.  Price takes this to indicate that resemblances, at least in these cases, are what 
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are basic – property possession is derivative.  This response, however, won’t suffice for 

versions of resemblance nominalism like Rodriguez-Pereyra’s, which are focused on 

resemblances between things that establish their sharing of lowest determinate properties.  

Indeed, as I mentioned in §1.4.3, I have been presupposing throughout this dissertation 

that the theories with which I’m dealing are of this sort.  In light of this, Price’s response 

doesn’t hold much sway. 

Rodriguez-Pereyra addresses the “Euthyphro-style” worry as it applies to class 

membership, and he concludes that the worry doesn’t apply to resemblance nominalism 

because membership in a “property class” is determined by the relation of resemblance 

holding between particulars.  Of course, this doesn’t answer the objection as it applies to 

the explanatory priority of property possession versus resemblance.  In response to this 

objection, Rodriguez-Pereyra admits that “in this respect my theory, Resemblance 

Nominalism, is worse off than Universalism and Trope Theory”
90

 [2002: 201].  However, 

he ultimately thinks that this isn’t a damning problem for resemblance nominalism and, 

indeed, that his theory is to be preferred to any of its competitors due to its avoidance of 

what he calls “ad hoc ontology”.  His support for this claim is his preference in theory 

selection for theories that violate one’s “intuitions” or “uncritical” background beliefs 

over those that posit “ad hoc” kinds of things.  “Ad hoc” kinds of things are things “the 

only or main reason to believe in which is that they help to explain [some specific] 

phenomenon […] and/or solve [some specific] problem […]” [2002:216-7].  Rodriguez-

Pereyra seems to count anything that is not a “concrete particular” or, presumably, a 

“class” as an “ad hoc” kind of thing. 

This preference for theories that avoid “ad hoc ontology” over theories that 

violate one’s “intuitions” obviously runs counter to my methodological preference for 

theories that preserve the correct order of explanation – after all, the correct order of 
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explanation would appear to be something decided upon by intuition.  So, the question is 

whether there is any reason to think that my method of theory selection is preferable to 

Rodriguez-Pereyra’s.  I think there is.  The very notion of “ad hoc ontology” seems 

rooted in the sort of “intuition” that Rodriguez-Pereyra treats as violable.  That there are 

“concrete particulars” and there aren’t “universals” seems to be just as much a matter of 

“intuition” as the claim that a thing’s “nature” is what grounds its resemblance to other 

things.  So, why are some intuitions more violable than others?  Rodriguez-Pereyra says 

that the former intuition (and, in particular, the intuition that there are concrete 

particulars) isn’t “merely an uncritical and pre-theoretical belief” and that “[m]ost of our 

successful theories require concrete particulars – and so this belief is backed up by 

theory, not mere intuition” [2002: 219].  But isn’t this also true of the intuition that 

property possession is “explanatorily prior” to resemblance?  It doesn’t seem to be merely 

an uncritical and pre-theoretical belief that two things resemble each other because they 

share some intrinsic features (and not the other way around).  And, it would be begging 

the question to simply dismiss this point by asserting that resemblance nominalism is the 

“most successful” theory and treats resemblance as primitive – after all, the question is 

whether this sort of treatment of resemblance can allow for a theory to be “successful” at 

all. 

Furthermore, as I’ve been at pains to argue throughout this dissertation, 

Rodriguez-Pereyra’s brand of resemblance nominalism, just like ostrich nominalism 

before it, isn’t just committed to the existence of “concrete particulars”.  Indeed, the only 

things that Rodriguez-Pereyra’s version of resemblance nominalism is explicitly 

committed to are things that resemble things, things that are members of things, and 

things of which things are members (and, perhaps, things that are counterparts of things).  

Perhaps he’ll argue, like the ostrich nominalist did, that things of all of the kinds I’ve just 

named are “concrete particulars”, whereas this is not the case for all of the things in the 
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realist’s ontology are – for example, things that are instantiated by things aren’t what 

Rodriguez-Pereyra would call “concrete particulars”.  But, it’s hopefully clear at this 

point how fundamentally misguided Rodriguez-Pereyra’s preference for theories that 

avoid “ad hoc ontology” over theories that violate “intuitions” is.  After all, isn’t positing 

things that resemble things just as “ad hoc” in (Rodriguez-Pereyra’s sense) as positing 

things that are instantiated by things is?  Both kinds of entity are posited in order to 

account for facts of a certain sort, and it’s unclear to me why the former should be less 

“ad hoc” than the latter. 

I’m not sure how these issues are to be settled (assuming they can be at all).  My 

suspicion, though, is that the preference for theories that avoid “ad hoc ontology” is 

motivated, at base, by a preference for theories with fewer ontological commitments – 

after all, the point of avoiding introducing new ad hoc principles seems to be to produce a 

theory that has the fewest fundamental principles possible (i.e. the simplest theory 

possible).  But, rather than showing the avoidance of “ad hoc ontology” to be among the 

most important theoretical virtues, this would seem to indicate that preserving a theory’s 

overall ontological parsimony is what is really at issue.  This, of course, is what is central 

to my method of theory selection – provided, of course, that theoretical adequacy (and the 

preservation of the correct order of explanation) is already established.  If preserving 

ontological parsimony isn’t the ultimate motivation for avoiding “ad hoc ontology”, it’s 

not easy to see how the motivation could be anything other than “things of this kind 

violate my intuitions about what exists”.  After all, what makes a kind of thing “ad hoc” 

for Rodriguez-Pereyra is that it is introduced specifically to “explain” some phenomenon 

(or, in my terminology, account for some fact) or “solve” some problem.  But, it seems to 

me that positing a kind of thing for these reasons is a legitimate maneuver when 

theorizing: if the things that a theory has already posited aren’t sufficient to account for 

some fact, then it seems perfectly legitimate to expand the ontology in such a way that it 
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can account for that fact.  This maneuver seems problematic only if there is a theory with 

fewer ontological commitments that can also account for that fact.  The realist, for 

example, doesn’t just assert that there are universals because she wants some kind of 

thing other than particulars to account for naturally-occurring similarities – she posits 

universals because she thinks they are required in order to account for these similarities.  

This isn’t the addition of “ad hoc ontology” – it’s an attempt to account for facts of a 

certain sort in a systematic fashion.  And, unlike the resemblance nominalist’s theory, the 

realist’s doesn’t violate the seemingly obvious intuition that resemblance is explanatorily 

posterior to property possession (and not the other way around).  In short, I’m not sure 

what justification there is for thinking that the avoidance of “ad hoc ontology” is 

somehow preferable than the violation of “intuitions”, particularly if those intuitions 

seem to be “Moorean”. 

Rob Koons has pointed out to me that there is another way in which the 

resemblance nominalist’s appeal to classes violates intuitions that might be considered 

Moorean: Rodriguez-Pereyra’s appeal to classes in solving the imperfect community 

difficulty seems to commit him to something like what Field [1984: 44-9] calls “heavy 

duty platonism”.  According to Field, a heavy duty platonist is, roughly, one who takes 

relations between concreta and abstracta
91

 (other than, say, the membership relation) to 

be basic and unanalyzable.  Field holds that heavy duty platonism is unattractive for the 

following reason (among others): 

If in explaining the behavior of a physical system one formulates one’s 

explanation in terms of relations between physical things and numbers, 

then the explanation is what I would call an extrinsic one.  It is extrinsic 

because the role of the numbers is simply to serve as labels for some of the 

features of the physical system: there is no pretense that the properties of 

the numbers influence the physical system whose behavior is being 
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explained […] Now, extrinsic explanations are often quite useful.  But it 

seems to me that whenever one has an extrinsic explanation, one wants an 

intrinsic explanation that underlies it: one wants to explain the behavior of 

the physical system in terms of the intrinsic features of that system, 

without invoking extrinsic entities […] whose properties are irrelevant to 

the behavior of the system being explained” [1984: 48-9]. 

 

This complaint could be extended to Rodriguez-Pereyra’s use of classes to solve the 

imperfect community difficulty: he is appealing to extrinsic entities (classes) in order to 

explain resemblances between things that are, at least intuitively, intrinsic features of 

those things.  At the very least, this way of accounting for resemblances among objects 

seems to violate what appear to be Moorean intuitions about the nature of resemblance 

itself, thus saddling the resemblance nominalist’s theory with an apparent lack of 

conservatism. 

 However, if this is all incorrect (which, admittedly, seems to me unlikely), and if 

classes are truly indispensable, then it seems there may be justification for preferring 

resemblance nominalism over realism on grounds of ontological parsimony.  But it is also 

worth pointing out (in light of my earlier discussion of counterpart theory) that if the 

resemblance nominalist is forced to endorse counterpart theory (as Rodriguez-Pereyra 

does), and if the endorsement of counterpart theory requires the addition of a primitive 

counterpart “relation”, then the resemblance nominalist’s theory ends up being no more 

qualitatively ontologically parsimonious than the realist’s.  And, given equal qualitative 

ontological parsimony, it would seem that the realist’s violation of fewer intuitions (i.e. 

those concerning the correct order of explanation) and greater syntactic simplicity, not to 

mention its greater quantitative parsimony (which, again, may or may not be a theoretical 

virtue) due to the resemblance nominalist’s commitments to possibilia, would make it 

clearly more viable than resemblance nominalism. 
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It seems, then, that the greater comparative viability of resemblance nominalism 

depends not only on a contentious method of theory selection, but also on whether its 

endorsement of counterpart theory expands its ontology.  This indicates to me that the 

prospects for resemblance nominalism are bleak at best.  Lest one still finds this 

unconvincing, though, the resemblance nominalist’s solution to the companionship 

difficulty (and its implications for her theory) remains to be considered. 

 

The Companionship Difficulty 

The companionship difficulty (see, e.g., Goodman [1966: 160-2] and Rodriguez-Pereyra 

[2002: 177-85]) can be seen as the more imposing sibling of the coextension difficulty, 

which I discussed in §2.4.2 and then again earlier in this section.  The companionship 

difficulty crops up, in general, when one “property class” is a “subclass” of another 

“property class” – thus, the coextension difficulty is an instance of the companionship 

difficulty (insofar as it crops up when one property class is an improper subclass of 

another property class).  For example, suppose that a, b, and c are all and only the blue 

things and that a and b are also all and only the cubes.  The property class of the blue 

things corresponds to the following polyadic predication (ignoring, for the moment, every 

other sentence that would need to accompany this one in light of the imperfect 

community difficulty): ‘Resembles(a, b, c)’.  The property class of the cubes corresponds 

to the following dyadic predication: ‘Resembles(a, b)’.  Now, the basic way of describing 

the resemblance nominalist’s position with regard to what makes an object have a 

property is that it resembles all the other particulars that have that property.  So, what 

makes an object a cube should be that it resembles all of the other cubes.  But, c 

resembles all of the cubes (both a and b) and isn’t a cube.  It seems, then, that what 

makes an object have property can’t just be that it resembles all the other particulars that 

have that property. 
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 Unlike the coextension difficulty, it doesn’t seem that the companionship 

difficulty can be avoided by appealing to modal realism (as Rodriguez-Pereyra [2002: 

150] points out).  The only way in which such an appeal might help to avoid the problem 

would be if it could be guaranteed that for any two properties it is possible for an object 

to possess either of them without the other (thus guaranteeing that there will be possible 

objects that possess one of the properties but not the other) – in other words, one would 

have to claim that all properties that are companions in the actual world are merely 

contingently so (because for each of the properties in question there is a possible object 

that has it and none of the other properties).  But, there’s also no clear justification for 

claiming that all properties that are companions in the actual world are merely 

contingently so.  Absent such a justification, it thus seems that appealing to modal 

realism won’t help.  To be clear, the difficulty isn’t, at base, that there are properties that 

are necessarily companions of each other – it’s that the possibility that there are such 

properties is something that it seems a theory should be consistent with if it is to be 

adequately conservative. 

 As he does when discussing the imperfect community difficulty (and for the same 

basic reasons), Rodriguez-Pereyra [2002: 178-9] mentions and dismisses several attempts 

to solve the companionship difficult.  Among them are Wolterstorff’s [1976: 98-9] 

(which he again dismisses based on its covert appeal to what are basically tropes), 

Eberle’s [1975: 69-70], and Lewis’s [1997: 193] (both of which he dismisses on the 

grounds that they appeal to a fundamental “collective” resemblance relation rather than a 

dyadic one).  As before, I shall follow Rodriguez-Pereyra in treating these solutions as 

unsatisfactory. 

 Rodriguez-Pereyra’s own solution relies in a crucial way on the notion of degrees 

of resemblance.  Here is his summary of the solution: 
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[…T]he resemblance relation R*, used to define perfect communities, 

suffices to solve the companionship difficulty.  This where our notion of 

degrees of resemblance, on which two particulars resemble to degree n if 

and only if they share n properties, plays an important role.  The key to 

solving the companionship difficulty involves extending that notion to 

apply both to particulars and nth-order pairs, for every n.  Thus, where ‘x’ 

and ‘y’ range over particulars and their nth-order hereditary pairs, x and y 

stand in R* to degree n if and only if x and y share n properties.  I shall 

also say, when this condition is satisfied, that x and y resemble to degree n.  

Then to solve the companionship difficulty I shall propose the following 

necessary condition for any property class α
0
 [i.e. a property class of 

individuals of order 0 – that is, “particulars” rather than “pairs”], namely 

that there is a lowest degree of resemblance d to which any two members 

of any α
n
 resemble each other, and α

0
 is a proper subclass of no class β

0
 

such that d is the lowest degree to which any member of any β
n
 resemble 

each other. [2002: 179] 

So, the idea is that for class F (of individuals) to be a property class, the lowest degree of 

resemblance that holds between any two members of F can’t be the lowest degree of 

resemblance that holds between any two members of any class of which F is a subclass.  

This would seem to allow for there to be distinguishable “companion” property classes.  

Consider again my example of a, b, and c from above (they are all and only the blue 

things, but a and b are all and only the cubes).  Given Rodriguez-Pereyra’s pattern, the 

lowest degree of resemblance that holds between members of the class of a and b is 2, 

since a and b share two properties, whereas the lowest degree of resemblance that holds 

between members of the class of a, b, and c is 1 since c shares only one property with 

each of a and b.  Thus, Rodriguez-Pereyra seems to be able to distinguish the two 

property classes (and, crucially, the two properties), which would be enough to solve the 

companionship difficulty. 

 The problem with this solution, to which I alluded earlier, is its reliance on the 

notion of degrees of resemblance.  As stated above, Rodriguez-Pereyra holds that two 

objects resemble to degree n if and only if they share n properties.  So, either resembling 
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to degree n or else sharing n properties must be taken as basic (i.e. as the explanans) in 

his theory.  It seems clear that he wants to take sharing n properties to be the basic 

notion.  But, how is this accounted for in his regimented theory?  All he can mean by 

‘sharing n properties’ is something like ‘belonging to n property classes’.  But, this 

presents a problem for him.  To see this, consider again the example from above of a, b, 

and c.  Here’s one way of regimenting the theory for this world such that there are two 

distinct property classes (ignoring, for the sake of simplicity, the sentences establishing 

the resemblance of the “hereditary pairs” of these individuals): 

Resembles(a, b, c)  Resembles(a, b) 

The inclusion of both of these sentences in a theory might suffice to establish that there 

are two distinct properties shared by a and b, since there are two distinct “collective 

resemblance” predications in which they are involved (and thus two distinct property 

classes to which they belong).  However, due to the fact that both of these sentences 

(here, this only affects the first sentence) must be treated as being logically equivalent to 

conjunctions of dyadic resemblance predications (as I argued earlier in this section), this 

regimented theory is logically equivalent to: 

Resembles(a, b) & Resembles(b, c) & Resembles(a, c) 

Resembles(a, b) 

Thus, it is this latter theory that provides the correct regimentation of the description in 

question. 

The first thing to point out is that the second sentence (in the second theory 

above) is redundant since it is entailed by the first.  In other words, the sentence that is 

supposed to account for a and b both being cubes is entailed by (and, indeed, is part of) 

the sentence that is supposed to account for a, b, and c all being blue.  This would seem 

to show that, according to this theory, a and b being cubes is entailed by a, b, and c being 
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blue, which is clearly absurd (and thus shows the theory to fail to meet a minimal 

standard of conservatism).  The second thing to point out is that there is simply no way 

for this theory, as it stands, to account for the fact that a and b share two properties, 

whereas a and c (or b and c) share only one.  If ‘Resembles(a, b)’ is supposed to account 

for the sharing of the extra property, then it isn’t clear why a and c (or b and c) aren’t 

construed as sharing an extra property, for the theory also includes ‘Resembles(a, c)’ 

(and ‘Resembles(b, c)’).  To put it another way, if ‘Resembles(a, b)’ is supposed to 

account for the fact that a and b belong to an additional property class, then it seems that 

‘Resembles(a, c)’ should likewise account for the fact that a and c belong to an additional 

property class.  But they don’t.  It’s hopefully clear that this just is the companionship 

difficulty, put in different terms.  Thus, if Rodriguez-Pereyra hopes to take sharing n 

properties as the explanans for resembling to degree n, his theory, as it currently stands, 

can’t avoid the companionship difficulty.
92

 

 Of course, the foregoing problems issue from the resemblance nominalist’s 

attempt to account for something’s being a member of a property class (and thus 

possessing a property) in terms of its standing in a primitive dyadic “relation” of 

resemblance to all the other members of that class.  This simply makes it impossible to 
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 The same problems occur even if the dyadic predicate ‘Member(x, y)’ is employed in addition to 

‘Resembles(x, y)’ (I’ve avoided using it in the discussion above merely for the sake of simplicity).  

Presumably there will be some class, call it blue, such that a, b, and c are all members of it (i.e. ‘Member(a, 

blue)’, etc. will be included in the theory); likewise, there will be some class, call it cube, such that only a 

and b are members of it (i.e. ‘Member(a, cube)’, etc. will be included in the theory).  Furthermore, the 

members of both of these classes all resemble each other.  This isn’t enough, though, to establish that a and 

b share two properties, whereas c shares only one with either of them.  For there will also be some class, 

call it d, such that only a and c are members of it; likewise, there will be some class, call it e, such that only 

b and c are members of it.  As before, the members of both of these classes resemble each other, so it’s 

unclear why being a member of cube should account for the possession of an additional property, whereas 

being a member of d or e doesn’t.  One might appeal to some basic distinction between property classes 

and non-property classes, perhaps by including an unanalyzable predicate such as ‘Natural(x)’ that applies 

only to property (i.e. natural) classes (as I suggested in connection with the class nominalist), but this will 

obviously add an unwanted explanatorily basic qualitative ontological commitment to the theory, making it 

no more ontologically parsimonious than the realist’s. 
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distinguish between two properties if each thing that has one of them resembles each 

thing that has the other.  And, if it’s impossible for a theory to distinguish between 

properties in such a case, it’s impossible for that theory to account for those things 

sharing two (rather than, say, one or three) properties.  But, this is precisely what 

Rodriguez-Pereyra needs to account for since it is supposed to explain what it is for two 

things to resemble to a certain degree.  In order to do this, the resemblance nominalist 

might, of course, treat possessing a property as a basic notion, perhaps by employing 

either an unanalyzable monadic predicate that applies to individuals just in case they 

possess a property.  The only way it seems that this sort of maneuver could distinguish 

the properties possessed by an individual, though, would be to include a distinct predicate 

for each property, which is basically just what the ostrich nominalist does.  Instead, she 

might include an unanalyzable dyadic predicate that holds between an individual and a 

property just in case the former possesses the latter, but this is basically just what the 

realist does.  Either way, the resemblance nominalist hasn’t produced a more 

ontologically parsimonious theory than realism. 

 The other option would be to treat resembling to degree n as the explanans and 

possessing n properties as the explanandum.  But, this would require the resemblance 

nominalist to treat resembling to degree n as unanalyzable (in some way) when 

regimenting her theory.  There are a couple of ways of doing this.  One would be to 

employ various dyadic predicates of the form ‘Resembles
n
(x, y)’, where the superscript 

‘n’ stands for the degree to which x and y resemble.  Ultimately, though, a new 

explanatorily basic qualitative ontological commitment would be generated for each 

degree to which things resemble since each of these dyadic predicates is unanalyzable 

and distinct from the others.  For example ‘Resembles
1
(a, b)’ and ‘Resembles

2
(c, d)’ 

entail distinct existential sentences: 

xy Resembles
1
(x, y)  xy Resembles

2
(x, y) 
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These sentences generate distinct explanatorily basic qualitative ontological 

commitments.  So, as long as there are at least two degrees to which objects resemble 

(which seems likely), this theory will have at least as profligate an ontology as the 

realist’s does (and, in all likelihood, a far more profligate ontology).  This indicates that 

regimenting the theory in this way isn’t an option for the resemblance nominalist if she 

wants her theory to be more viable than the realist’s. 

Another option would be to make degrees of resemblance accessible to 

quantification.  For example, the resemblance nominalist might employ a triadic, rather 

than a dyadic, resemblance predicate, ‘Resembles(x, y, z)’, which means ‘x and y 

resemble to degree z’.  Such a theory would entail ‘xyz Resembles(x, y, z)’ instead of 

‘xy Resembles(x, y)’ and, given the importance of the order of the terms in the former 

sentence, would consequently incur two explanatorily basic qualitative commitments 

(rather than the single one incurred by a theory in virtue of its entailing the latter 

sentence).  Of course, this is the same number of explanatorily basic qualitative 

commitments that are incurred by the realist’s theory in virtue of employing 

‘Instantiates(x, y)’, so, once again, this way of regimenting resemblance nominalism 

won’t be of any help in producing a theory that is more ontologically parsimonious (and 

thus more viable) than the realist’s theory.
93

 

The upshot of all of this is that even if one thinks that the resemblance nominalist 

can avoid the imperfect community difficulty while producing a theory that is more 

ontologically parsimonious than the realist’s (which, of course, I think there is good 

reason to deny), she cannot avoid the companionship difficulty without incurring at least 

as many explanatorily basic ontological commitments as the realist’s theory does (and, 
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platonism” (and thus a potential violation of Moorean intuitions about the nature of resemblance) that I 

mentioned above. 
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again, this is assuming that the realist, like the resemblance nominalist, is forced to incur 

commitments to classes and members thereof).  And, given the equal ontological 

profligacy of realism and resemblance nominalism, there are clear reasons for 

considering realism to be the more viable theory, chief among them the fact that 

resemblance nominalism fails to preserve the correct (or at least “intuitive”) order of 

explanation in accounting for property possession in terms of resemblance (not to 

mention its seemingly greater quantitative ontological profligacy and syntactic 

complexity).  Thus, realism is more viable than resemblance nominalism. 

 

2.6 Moderate Resemblance (“Trope”) Nominalism 

Moderate resemblance nominalists, like extreme resemblance nominalists, ultimately 

want to analyze monadic property ascriptions in terms of resemblances between objects.  

But, the moderate resemblance nominalist’s theory turns out to be quite different than the 

extreme resemblance nominalist’s theory.  To see this, consider once again the following 

sentences: 

(1*) a is a blue sphere 

 (1) a is blue 

 (2*) b is a blue cube 

 (2) b is blue 

 (3*) a and b are (distinct) blue things 

 (4*) a resembles b 

 (4) b resembles a 

As I discussed in §2.5, extreme resemblance nominalists ultimately analyze (i.e. 

paraphrase) sentences like 3* (and, ultimately, sentences like 1 and 2) in terms of 

(regimentations of) sentences like 4* and 4.  Moderate resemblance nominalists, in 
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contrast, hold that sentences like 4* and 4 (and, in similar fashion, sentences like 3*) are 

analyzable in terms of two things having exactly resembling “tropes” as constituents.  

This is why moderate resemblance nominalism is often called trope nominalism (I’ll use 

the labels ‘moderate nominalism’ and ‘trope nominalism’ interchangeably). 

 A trope is a quality instance: for example, the particular brown of my copy of 

From a Logical Point of View or the particular brown of your copy, rather than the 

universal quality brown.  Some have characterized tropes as “abstract particulars”
94

 as 

opposed to the “concrete particulars” posited by extreme nominalists.  The only way in 

which this distinction between abstract and concrete particulars is relevant to my 

purposes is that “concrete particulars” – that is, the objects posited by extreme 

nominalists – have as constituents (and, for most trope nominalists, are completely 

analyzable in terms of) “abstract particulars”. 

 As is the case with the other nominalists, the trope nominalist claims to have a 

more viable theory than the realist does, and this claim is based upon the supposed 

greater ontological parsimony of her theory.  Once again, in order to assess this claim, I 

need to examine a regimented version of trope nominalism.  However, there are a number 

of different varieties of trope nominalism, so this requires that I examine a number of 

different regimentations.  I will divide my discussion of the varieties of trope nominalism 

into two basic parts.  In the first part, I’ll discuss the various ways that trope nominalists 

deal with the feature that makes trope nominalism a version of resemblance nominalism: 
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 Maurin [2002: 8-24] points to three features characteristic of tropes: they are simple, abstract, and 

particular.  The abstractness of the trope is meant to account for its qualitative nature – that it is, for 

example, an instance of redness rather than a concrete red object.  The particularity of the trope is meant to 

account for the fact that it isn’t universal – that it is, for example, an instance of redness rather than redness 

itself.  The simplicity of the trope is obviously meant to account for the fact that it doesn’t have parts or 

constituents – that it isn’t, for example, a composite made out of the universal redness and a “bare” 

particular. 
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the “relation” of exact similarity.
95

  In the second part, I’ll discuss the various ways that 

trope nominalists deal with the claim that tropes are, as I mentioned earlier, constituents 

of concrete particulars.  This discussion will focus on the “relation” of compresence, 

although I will briefly mention another version of trope theory that doesn’t invoke this 

“relation”. 

 

2.6.1 Exact Similarity 

The basic idea behind trope nominalism is that naturally-occurring similarities between 

everyday objects can be accounted for in terms of those objects having as constituents 

tropes that are exactly similar to one another.  As I just mentioned, I’m going to set the 

issue of constituency aside for now and deal with the issue of exact similarity first. 

 So, the question I’ll begin with is: what is exact similarity?  Or, perhaps better, in 

virtue of what are two tropes exactly similar?  The task of this section is to discuss the 

different ways that trope theorists answer these questions, with an eye toward 

regimenting them in a Quinean fashion. 

 

Stoutian moderate nominalism 

One way of answering the foregoing questions derives from the work of G.F. Stout (see, 

e.g., Stout [1921; 1952]).  Stout’s proposal is that exactly similar tropes are exactly 

similar because they are parts of a peculiar kind of whole, which is what he often refers to 
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 As I mentioned in footnote 3 from chapter 1, some trope theorists (e.g. Mulligan [1999] and Lowe 

[2002]) hold that there are, in addition to tropes, universals.  These universals, it seems, can be appealed to 

in order to explain the exact similarity of the tropes.  Of course, something like instantiation must be 

invoked in order for this appeal to make sense, in which case such a theory will be at least as ontologically 

profligate as realism.  Given the typical emphasis on ontological parsimony in settling debates over the 

problem of universals (and, indeed, my own in this dissertation), this version of trope nominalism isn’t very 

popular – indeed, it seems to undermine the very point of attempting to develop trope nominalism, which is 

to produce a more ontologically parsimonious theory than realism (although, it seems that this is the 

primary goal of neither Lowe nor Mulligan).  Thus, I won’t be devoting any discussion (outside of this 

footnote) to this version of trope nominalism. 
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as a universal.  Thus, a “universal”, for Stout, is a very different sort of thing than it is for 

a realist, for a Stoutian universal, being a whole, is a sort of “complex” unity, whereas a 

standard universal is characterized as being a “simple” unity.  Stout admits that the notion 

of whole to which he is appealing is “beyond what is felt as natural in ordinary language” 

[1952: 79], and he sometimes characterizes this whole as having “the distributive unity of 

a class or kind” [1921: 177].  Further, he says that this distributive unity is “an ultimate 

and unanalyzable type of unity” [1921: 177].  Thus, Stout seems to be adopting 

something akin to a “classes-of-tropes” theory.  This, as it stands, would seem to indicate 

that Stoutian trope nominalism suffers from the same defects as class nominalism, but 

this isn’t the case. 

To see why, suppose that a and b are both blue.  As I’ve said, the moderate 

nominalist – any modern nominalist, not just the Stoutian – ultimately wants to analyze 

this in terms a’s having a constituent trope, b’s having a constituent trope, and these 

constituent tropes being exactly similar to one another.  Call these tropes t1 and t2.  Once 

again, I’m ignoring the relationship of constituency in this section, so the primary 

concern here is with ‘t1 is exactly similar to t2’, which is what the trope nominalist would 

ultimately accept as part of the ordinary language paraphrase of ‘a and b are both blue’.  

It needs to be determined whether this sentence is to be regimented directly into the 

language of first-order logic or whether a further paraphrase is available.  The Stoutian 

offers a further paraphrase along the following lines: ‘t1 and t2 are parts of the same 

universal’. 

Now, one obvious way of regimenting this sentence into a first-order theory 

would involve understanding ‘the same universal’ to be accessible to quantification.  In 

other words, one might treat ‘t1 and t2 are parts of the same universal’ as the conjunction 

of ‘t1 is part of u’ and ‘t2 is part of u’, where ‘u’ names a universal.  Furthermore, one 

way of understanding the “distributive unity” of a universal as being “ultimate and 
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unanalyzable” is to take sentences of the aforementioned sort to admit of no more 

analysis (short of direct regimentation into a first-order language).  Thus, the Stoutian 

might be construed as including the following two atomic sentences in her theory in order 

to account for the fact that t1 exactly resembles t2: 

Part(t1, u) Part(t2, u) 

Each of these two sentences, of course, entails the same existential sentence: 

xy Part(x, y) 

This is obviously the same existential sentence entailed by the version of class 

nominalism discussed in §2.4.1, and, as was the case there, this sentence generates two 

explanatorily basic qualitative ontological commitments:
96

 to things that are parts of 

things and to things of which things are parts.  Thus, this way of regimenting Stout’s 

version of moderate nominalism would render it at least as ontologically profligate as 

realism. 

 However, there is another way of regimenting the Stoutian’s theory that improves 

its overall prospects for comparative viability.  The key is to emphasize Stout’s claim that 

the unity of the tropes in constituting a universal is ultimate and unanalyzable, rather than 

emphasizing the relationship between the tropes and the universal they constitute.  So, 

instead of paraphrasing ‘t1 and t2 are parts of the same universal’ as the conjunction of ‘t1 

is part of u’ and ‘t2 is part of u’, the Stoutian might paraphrase it as something like ‘t1 and 

t2 are distributively unified’.  More properly, it seems that the Stoutian might take a 

maximal collection of exactly similar tropes and assert that they are “distributively 

unified”.  Suppose, for example, t3 and t4 are the only other tropes that are exactly similar 

to t1 and t2; taking ‘DU(x,…, y)’ as a variably polyadic predicate (in the fashion of 
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 I’m taking for granted the arguments from §2.4 for the claim that there is no viable way of analyzing 

‘Part(x, y)’ such that only one qualitative commitment is generated. 
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‘Resembles’ from §2.5.2), the Stoutian might include the following sentence in her 

theory: 

DU(t1, t2, t3, t4) 

Now, just as in the case of ‘Resembles’, it seems that it is an open question whether each 

adicity of ‘DU(x,…, y)’ generates a distinct qualitative commitment.  And, just as with 

‘Resembles’, one way of avoiding this consequence is to include principles linking the 

various adicities of ‘DU(x,…, y)’, such as:
97

 

xyz (DU(x, y, z)  [DU(x, y) & DU(x, z) & DU(y, z)])
 
 

As was the case with the inclusion of principles like this in the resemblance nominalist’s 

theory, this seems to require a substantial loss in the syntactic simplicity of the Stoutian’s 

theory.  Instead, the Stoutian might simply paraphrase (and thereby eliminate) any 

sentences involving ‘DU(x,…, y)’ of an adicity greater than two in terms of a conjunction 

(or a series of conjunctions) of predications involving ‘DU(x, y)’ (i.e. of adicity two). 

It is interesting to note that the variable polyadicity of ‘DU((x,…, y)’ doesn’t 

seem to cause the other problems that it does for ‘Resembles(x,…, y)’ (specifically, the 

imperfect community and companionship difficulties).
98

  The reason for this is that each 

trope, unlike each one of the resemblance nominalist’s individuals, is an instance of just 

one property.  This means that there are no such things as imperfect communities or 

coextensive properties when dealing with tropes: any tropes that are “distributively 

unified” share one and only one property, which means that any “subclass” of those 
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 As with ‘Resembles(x,…, y)’, I’m leaving out of this biconditional the conjuncts that would establish 

the “symmetry” of ‘DU(x,…, y)’, which I’m assuming would be established by another principle. 
98

 To put it another way, if the theory paraphrases predications involving ‘DU(x,…, y)’ of an adicity 

greater than two in terms of conjunctions of ‘DU(x, y)’, that such conjunctions can be used to account for 

“collective distributive unity” facts doesn’t present the problems for the trope theorist that accounting for 

“collective resemblance” facts in terms of conjunctions of ‘Resembles(x, y)’ does for the resemblance 

nominalist. 
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tropes will be distributively unified and share one and only one property, and all the 

members any distributively unified class of which all those tropes are parts will share one 

and only property.  This is a benefit that trope theory of any kind possesses over 

resemblance nominalism. 

Furthermore, including principles like the one mentioned above allows the 

Stoutian to avoid an unwanted consequence of her theory that results from the failure to 

include such principles.  To see this, consider the two sentences ‘t1 exactly resembles t2’ 

and ‘t2 exactly resembles t3’.  These sentences (and thus the facts accounted for by them) 

are presumably logically independent, but if ‘DU(t1, t2, t3, t4)’ is meant to be the sentence 

that paraphrases each of these sentences (and thus accounts for the facts expressed by 

each of them), then it would seem that the Stoutian’s theory renders both of the initial 

sentences logically equivalent.  The inclusion of principles like the aforementioned 

biconditional allows the Stoutian to paraphrase ‘t1 exactly resembles t2’ as ‘DU(t1, t2)’ 

and ‘t2 exactly resembles t3’ as ‘DU(t2, t3)’, thus preserving their logical independence.  

(It will become clear later in this section just how similar this ends up making Stoutian 

moderate nominalism to another version of moderate nominalism.) 

 It should be clear that since every adicity of ‘DU(x,…, y)’ is ultimately either 

logically equivalent (and thus reducible) to or paraphrased by
99

 (and thus analyzable in 

terms of) a conjunction of predications involving ‘DU(x, y)’, the Stoutian theory in 

question ultimately entails the following unanalyzable existential sentence: 

xy DU(x, y) 

As was the case with ‘Resembles(x, y)’, given the “symmetry” of ‘DU(x, y)’ this sentence 

generates only one explanatorily basic qualitative ontological commitment: to things that 
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 This latter option would seem to be preferable from the standpoint of syntactic simplicity, for it 

would seem to allow the Stoutian to avoid having to include the additional basic principles establishing the 

logical equivalence of predications involving ‘DU(x,…, y)’ of different adicities. 
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are distributively unified with things.  Thus, this version of Stoutian moderate 

nomianlism has yet to be shown to have as many qualitative ontological commitments as 

the realist’s theory does.  A discussion of the trope nominalist’s treatment of constituency 

must be undertaken, however, before this (or any) version of trope nominalism can be 

declared more ontologically parsimonious than realism.  Before turning to that issue, I 

will consider two more ways that a trope nominalist might deal with exact similarity. 

 

Reifying Exact Similarity 

A second way of accounting for the exact similarity of tropes is by reifying exact 

similarity in a manner reminiscent of the first version of resemblance nominalism I 

discussed in §2.5.1.  The basic idea is this.  Consider again the sentence ‘t1 is exactly 

similar to t2’.  One might think that in order for this sentence to be true there must be 

something – an exact similarity relation – in which t1 stands to t2.  Call this relation r1.  

So, ‘t1 is exactly similar to t2’ is to be paraphrased, on this version of moderate 

nominalism, as ‘t1 stands in r1 to t2’. 

 Obviously, if the resemblance nominalist’s reification of a resemblance relation 

faces Russell’s regress objection (see §2.5.1), then it seems that the trope nominalist’s 

does as well.  And, just as before, I don’t intend to bother with arguments aimed at 

establishing that the regress that is generated isn’t vicious (even though I think that it is), 

for I can establish that this version of trope nominalism ends up being at least as 

ontologically profligate as realism even if the regress is vicious.  The steps to establish 

this point are basically the same as they were in the case of resemblance nominalism.  

Suppose that the trope theorist maintains that the relation of exact similarity that holds 

between t1 and t2 (i.e. r1) is numerically distinct from the one that holds between, say, t2 

and t3 (call it r2) – in other words, suppose that the trope theorist treats each instance of 
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exact similarity as a new relational trope.
100

  In this case, it seems that the trope theorist 

will include in her theory the following two sentences in order to account for ‘t1 is exactly 

similar to t2’ and ‘t2 is exactly similar to t3’, respectively: 

Stands(t1, t2, r1) Stands(t1, t2, r2) 

As before, each of these two sentences entails the following existential sentence: 

xyz Stands(x, y, z) 

And, once again, the importance of the order of the terms in the predicate ‘Stands(x, y, z)’ 

means that this existential sentence generates two explanatorily basic qualitative 

ontological commitments.  Thus, without having yet considered the trope nominalist’s 

treatment of the relationship of constituency, this version of trope nominalism is already 

shown to be no more ontologically parsimonious than realism. 

 The theory doesn’t fare any better if each instance of exact similarity is treated as 

one and the same relation – what Russell would call the “universal” exact similarity 

relation.  For the theory will still include sentences of the sort ‘Stands(t1, t2, r)’ (where r 

is the universal exact similarity relation), which also entail the aforementioned existential 

sentence and thus incur at least two explanatorily basic qualitative ontological 

commitments. 

 There is one more way that a trope nominalist might explain the reification of 

exact similarity, which might be thought to help her avoid having to admit that her theory 

is at least as ontologically profligate as the realist’s.  This way of formulating the theory 

is inspired by Maurin’s [2010] treatment of compresence-tropes as “non-transferable” or 

“bearer-specific” relational tropes (which I will discuss in §2.6.2).  The basic idea is that 
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 This seems to be the view endorsed by Campbell [1990] (he even offers arguments against the 

viciousness of Russell’s regress), although he sometimes speaks as if the relation of exact resemblance is 

“derived”, which would make his treatment of exact similarity of the last variety that I’ll consider in this 

section. 
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bearer-specific relational tropes must necessarily relate whatever it is they actually relate 

(and nothing else); likewise, it seems, that whatever is actually related by a given 

relational trope must necessarily be related by it and no other trope.  One might think that 

exact similarity is this sort of relational trope.  For example, if it is a fact that t1 is exactly 

similar to t2, then one might think that this is to be accounted for in terms of r1’s 

necessarily relating t1 and t2.  The question is whether the addition of this necessity makes 

any difference to the overall ontological parsimony of the theory. 

Maurin’s goal in applying the notion of non-transferability to the “relation” of 

compresence is to avoid worries about the Bradley regress (I’ll discuss this again in 

§2.6.2 and §3.2).  Her basic idea is that non-transferable relational tropes are entities that 

(i) by their very nature relate things, and (ii) cannot exist without relating the things that 

they actually relate (see Maurin [2010: 321-2].  This, she thinks, entitles her to claim that 

Bradley’s objection is avoided, which she takes, at base, to be the problem of 

distinguishing between a mere “congeries” and a unity.  I’m not particularly interested 

here in whether she’s correct about this, although it is relevant to the discussion of §3.2.  

Again, my interest here is in whether this non-transferability of relational tropes can be 

used to increase the ontological parsimony of a trope nominalism that reifies exact 

similarity.  The short answer is that it can’t.  The reason for this is tied up with the 

insistence that relations relate things, which I’ll now explain. 

What is needed in order to reduce the number of explanatorily basic ontological 

commitments of the version of trope theory in question is a way of regimenting ‘t1 stands 

in r1 to t2’ that doesn’t generate a commitment to two explanatorily basic kinds of thing.  

It’s unclear, though, how the reification of each instance of exact similarity as a non-

transferable relational trope is going to allow for such a regimentation.  Here’s one 

suggestion of how it might.  Maurin insists that relations relate in virtue of being 

asymmetrically dependent for their existence on their relata.  So, for example, r1, being a 
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relational trope, is dependent for its existence on t1 and t2, but the latter are not dependent 

for their existence on it (nor, according to Maurin, does their joint existence necessitate 

the existence of r1).  So, perhaps one might think that ‘t1 stands in r1 to t2’ is to be 

paraphrased simply as ‘r1 exists’ because the mere existence of r1 seems to account for t1 

and t2 being exactly similar.  Thus, this version of the theory might simply include the 

following sentence in accounting for the exact similarity of t1 and t2: ‘x x=r1’.  There 

seems to be something odd about this, though.  For one thing, if individual constants are 

eliminable in the way I suggested in §1.3.2, then this existential sentence isn’t very 

informative.  More importantly, but related to this point, the only reason why one might 

think that the aforementioned existential sentence adequately accounts for the exact 

similarity of t1 and t2 is that Maurin has insisted that it entails that t1 and t2 exist and are 

related by r1.  The inclusion of the aforementioned existential sentence doesn’t directly 

account for the exact similarity of these tropes at all – it is only because it entails that 

they are related by a specific thing that it might seem to do so.  Of course, this just puts 

the trope theorist back at square one: she still needs to account for t1 and t2 being related 

by r1 without utilizing a regimentation that would generate two explanatorily basic 

ontological commitments.  I don’t see any plausible way of doing this.  Thus, it seems to 

me that reifying exact resemblance in any of the ways just discussed will result in a 

theory that has at least as many explanatorily basic ontological commitments as the 

realist, and, again, this is prior to having even discussed the manner in which 

constituency is to be dealt with by the trope theorist. 

 

Exact Similarity as a “Non-relational Tie” or “Pseudo Addition” 

As I noted in §2.5.1, the resemblance nominalist can treat resemblance in roughly one of 

two ways: she can reify resemblance and take her chances against Russell’s regress 

objection, or else she can regiment sentences expressing “resemblance facts” directly into 
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her theory.  I just finished discussing the moderate nominalist’s equivalent of the first 

option in dealing with exact similarity.  The third basic way for a moderate nominalist to 

deal with exact similarity corresponds to the second of the resemblance nominalist’s two 

options in dealing with the “relation” of resemblance. 

 Maurin [2002: 104-15] distinguishes between two ways of construing exact 

similarity, one according to which it’s treated as a “non-relational tie”, the other 

according to which it’s treated as a “pseudo-addition” (the latter phrase comes from 

Campbell [1990]).  The difference between these positions depends, at base, on what one 

means by ‘non-relational tie’.  If a “non-relational tie” is a thing – that is, if it is among 

the things over which a theory quantifies – then it is, at base, what I’ve be talking about 

under the heading of reified relations, and the theory that employs such a thing is of the 

sort just discussed.  If it isn’t a thing – that is, if it is not among the things over which a 

theory quantifies – then it is akin to instantiation in the realist’s theory (which is what 

Maurin has in mind in the first place when she invokes the notion of a non-relational tie).  

This latter use of ‘non-relational tie’ is the one I shall adopt.  A “pseudo-addition”, on the 

other hand, is, for Maurin [2002: 111], what many philosophers would call an “internal 

relation”: it is a “relation” that holds in virtue of the mere existence of its relata, or, to put 

it in the way that Campbell and Maurin prefer, it is a “relation” that “supervenes” on its 

relata.  However one describes such a “relation”, the point is that it isn’t among the 

theory’s ontological commitments and, hence, a “pseudo-addition”.  Thus, it seems that 

treating exact similarity as a pseudo-addition is a peculiar case of treating it as a non-

relational tie (in the sense of ‘non-relational tie’ that I just endorsed).  These points may 

seem trivial, but it is necessary, I think, to make clear how I am using this terminology – 

and it will be particularly helpful when I discuss the problem of instantiation in chapter 3. 

 I’ll begin by discussing the case in which exact similarity is treated as being a 

“non-relational tie” akin to instantiation.  The idea, at base, is that sentences like ‘t1 is 
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exactly similar to t2’ are to be regimented directly into the moderate nominalist’s theory – 

there is no further analysis of such sentences to be had.  It should be obvious how this is 

similar to the realist’s treatment of instantiation: just as, for example, ‘a instantiates F’ is 

regimented directly into the theory as ‘Instantiates(a, f)’, ‘t1 is exactly similar to t2’ is 

regimented directly into the theory as something like ‘Exsim(t1, t2)’.  Thus, in accounting 

for the exact similarity of tropes, the trope theorist includes sentences that collectively 

entail the following existential sentence: 

xy Exsim(x, y) 

Given the symmetry of exact similarity (which would, it seems, need to be established by 

including an additional basic principle), this sentence generates only one explanatorily 

basic qualitative ontological commitment: to things that are exactly similar to things.  So 

far, then, the trope nominalist’s theory seems to be more ontologically parsimonious than 

the realist’s. 

 One might wonder whether there is any reason for the trope nominalist to want to 

improve upon the comparative ontological parsimony of this version of the theory – after 

all, it has only one explanatorily basic commitment.  As it turns out, there is a reason: I’ll 

argue in the next section that dealing with the relationship of constituency requires the 

trope nominalist to incur at least one more explanatorily basic qualitative commitment.  

This, coupled with the commitment already generated in dealing with exact similarity, 

would seem to leave the trope nominalist’s theory (at best) equal to the realist’s from the 

standpoint of (qualitative) ontological parsimony.  So, if the trope theorist wants to be 

able to justify her claim that her theory is more ontologically parsimonious than the 

realist’s, she needs to get rid of at least one explanatorily basic qualitative commitment.  

The treatment of exact similarity as a “pseudo-addition” can be viewed as being aimed at 

this goal. 
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 The basic idea behind treating exact similarity as a pseudo-addition is that exactly 

similar tropes are “by their very natures” exactly similar.  In other words, one needs only 

to posit the existence of two exactly similar tropes in order to guarantee that they are 

exactly similar – nothing more is required.  This is, as I indicated earlier, to conceive of 

exact similarity as an “internal relation” – that is, as holding in virtue of the mere 

existence of its relata.  Such a conception of exact similarity is not guaranteed by merely 

characterizing it as a non-relational tie, which, it seems, would allow for exact similarity 

to fail to hold of any two tropes that turn out to be (contingently) exactly similar.  In 

contrast, treating exact similarity as a pseudo-addition requires that the mere existence of 

two actually exactly similar tropes guarantees their exact similarity. 

 The question, though, is how this theory is to be regimented in such a way that it 

gets rid of the explanatorily basic qualitative commitment generated by the use of the 

predicate ‘Exsim(x, y)’.  This appears, at least prima facie, to be a hopeless enterprise: 

after all, any way of regimenting the theory would seem to require the use of at least one 

unanalyzable predicate, which would, of course, generate at least one explanatorily basic 

ontological commitment.  However, there is one predicate that every theory I’ve been 

discussing employs as a sort of default: the predicate expressing identity.  Throughout 

this dissertation, I’ve basically ignored identity for this reason – after all, it seems that the 

qualitative commitment generated by the use of the identity predicate is incurred by every 

theory.  What is interesting, though, is that there seems to be reason to think that each 

theory needs to employ a corresponding, unanalyzable predicate expressing 

distinctness.
101

  After all, the numerical distinctness of two objects seems to be taken by 

every one of these theories to be primitive and unanalyzable.
102

  I haven’t brought out this 

                                                 
101

 Hochberg (see, e.g., [2003: 225]) is one who is sympathetic to taking distinctness as “primitive”. 
102

 One might object that the universalist, for example, attempts to analyze the numerical distinctness 

of “concrete particulars” in terms of qualitative distinctness (i.e. a difference in their constituent 
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point until just now because there isn’t a great deal that turns on it for my defense of 

realism: the realist doesn’t try to account for any facts other than identity/distinctness 

facts in terms of identity/distinctness, so it doesn’t seem to be of a great deal of 

importance which of these she treats as primitive (likewise for all the other theories I’ve 

discussed up to now).  However, the trope nominalist, in trying to dispense with the 

qualitative commitment generated by ‘Exsim’, might be able to appeal to identity or 

distinctness in order to account for facts of exact similarity, so it does seem of importance 

for her which is taken to be basic.  Appealing to identity doesn’t seem fruitful, for she is, 

after all, trying to account for the exact similarity of distinct tropes.  So, perhaps she can 

appeal to the primitive distinctness of two tropes in order to account for their exact 

similarity. 

 At first glance, this project seems absurd: it is completely mystifying how exact 

similarity should be explicable and/or accounted for in terms of brute numerical 

distinctness.  The trick is to emphasize the simplicity of a trope’s “nature”.  A trope’s 

nature is what makes it both the “kind” of trope that it is (this is its abstractness) and 

distinct from all other tropes (this is its particularity).  But, since a trope is simple, these 

are just two features of one and the same nature.  So, one might think that it is the mere 

existence of two distinct tropes that accounts for the fact that they are exactly similar.  In 

other words, one might propose that ‘t1 is exactly similar to t2’ is to be paraphrased as 

something like ‘t1 and t2 exist and are distinct’.  This, it seems, should be regimented as 

‘xy [x=t1 & y=t2 & x≠y]’.  One might view this sentence as generating an explanatorily 

basic qualitative commitment to things that are distinct from things (and perhaps to 

things that are identical to things, if identity is not a complex predicate – nothing much 

                                                                                                                                                 
universals).  However, even the universalist must take the difference between her basic universals to be 

primitive and unanalyzable. 
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turns on this point, though), which, of course, is a commitment already had by the trope 

nominalist. 

 What reason, though, could possibly be given for thinking that ‘xy [x=t1 & y=t2 

& x≠y]’ can account for the fact that t1 is exactly similar to t2?  It seems obvious that two 

tropes could exist, be distinct, and yet not be exactly similar.  The trope nominalist 

doesn’t find this consideration compelling.  She agrees that it’s possible for two tropes to 

exist, be distinct, and yet not be exactly similar – it’s just not possible for t1 and t2 to do 

so.  If t1 and t2 both exist, then by their very natures they are both distinct and exactly 

similar. 

 Still, something is troubling about this.  The trope theorist typically masks what is 

troubling by claiming that, in the example from above, t1 and t2 are the only truthmakers 

that are required for ‘t1 is exactly similar to t2’ and ‘t1 is numerically distinct from t2’.
103

  

While this may be true, at least insofar as t1 and t2 are the only individual things that must 

exist in order for these sentences to be true, this is not enough to establish that the mere 

existence of t1 and t2 can account for the fact that they are both numerically distinct and 
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 Hochberg [2001: 69-70] argues quite convincingly that this position is itself problematic.  The 

problem is that ‘t1 is exactly similar to t2’ appears to be logically independent from ‘t1 is numerically 

distinct from t2’, but the truth of either of these would seem to guarantee the truth of the other given the fact 

that they have the same truthmakers.  The trope theorist’s options seem limited in response to this 

objection.  One possible response might be that these sentences aren’t in fact logically independent because 

exact similarity entails numerical distinctness.  This would require her to deny that exact similarity is 

reflexive (otherwise exact similarity could not entail numerical distinctness).  But, the reflexivity of exact 

similarity is entailed by its symmetry and transitivity, which she can’t give up.  So, denying that exact 

similarity is reflexive would appear to result in a contradiction.  Another suggestion that has been made 

(see, e.g., Maurin [2002: 114-5]) is that the notion of “logical independence” be redefined so that it means 

“having distinct truthmakers”, thus rendering the sentences from above logically dependent (since they 

have the same truthmakers).  This, it seems, is merely a superficial maneuver and doesn’t do anything to 

solve the problem: it is obvious that ‘t1 is exactly similar to t2’ can be true when ‘t1 is numerically distinct 

from t2’ is false, and vice versa.  To deny this is to produce a theory that is to be rejected due to its lack of 

conservatism on this point.  But this is exactly what one appears to do in redefining ‘logical independence’ 

as “having distinct truthmakers”, since two sentences having the same truthmakers are guaranteed to both 

be true when those truthmakers exist (and both false when they don’t).  I don’t see any plausible way out of 

this for the trope theorist. 
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exactly similar.  Indeed, if the mere existence of t1 and t2 was enough to account for the 

fact that they are distinct, then the proper regimentation of ‘t1 is numerically distinct from 

t2’ should be ‘xy (x=t1 & y=t2)’ rather than ‘xy (x=t1 & y=t2 & x≠y)’.  But, clearly, 

the first of these sentences isn’t enough to account for this fact: the stipulation that these 

things are numerically distinct is required.  The trope theorist will likely object to this that 

the distinctness of t1 and t2 is “grounded” in their natures, so their mere existence is 

enough to “ground” the claim that they are distinct.  But, that distinctness is “grounded in 

their natures” – whatever that might mean – is only the case, from a proper Quinean 

perspective, if a theory says that they are distinct.  Just because a theory employs the 

individual constants ‘t1’ and ‘t2’ doesn’t make it automatically committed to two distinct 

things – indeed, as I argued in §1.3.2, individual constants are in principle eliminable 

from theories, so the use of any given constant doesn’t in itself indicate much more than 

the positing of some individual.  The use of these constants to name distinct things is only 

guaranteed if the theory says that these things are distinct.  Thus, the distinctness claim is 

required in order to account for the distinctness of t1 and t2. 

 It should be obvious that the exact same considerations apply to accounting for 

the fact that t1 and t2 are exactly similar.  The exact similarity of t1 and t2, like their 

numerical distinctness, is only “grounded in their respective natures” if those “natures” 

are specified by the theory.  In other words, the theory can’t be committed to exactly 

similar things unless it says that there are things that are exactly similar.  The trope 

theorist is trying to get away with packing a number of different features of these tropes 

into their “natures” without having to own up to the fact that in order for a theory to posit 

things with those natures, it has to specify that those things exist and what their natures 

are.  And, it seems that the only way to do so while treating exact similarity as a “pseudo 

addition” is to include a sentence like ‘Exsim(t1, t2)’.  Given that the appeal to the exact 

similarity of tropes is central to the trope theorist’s solution to the problem of universals, 
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it should be no surprise that she has to (at least on this version of trope theory) treat exact 

similarity as unanalyzable. 

 The upshot of this is that the moderate nominalist who wishes to avoid 

Stoutianism and the reification of exact resemblance is forced to treat exact resemblance 

as a “non-relational tie” (as characterized above) – that is, as an unanalyzable predicate, 

generating a single explanatorily basic qualitative ontological commitment.  This leaves 

the second version of Stoutian moderate nominalism (call this the Stoutian version for 

short) and the theory in which the dyadic predicate ‘Exsim(x, y)’ is taken to be 

unanalyzable (call this the primitive similarity version) as the most ontologically 

parsimonious of the versions of trope theory that have been considered. 

 It’s worth noting before moving on to discuss the trope theorist’s treatment of 

constituency that, of the two most ontologically parsimonious versions of moderate 

nominalism considered so far, the primitive similarity version might be preferable from 

the standpoint of syntactic simplicity.  The Stoutian version, in order to guarantee that 

each adicity of ‘DU(x,…, y)’ doesn’t generate a new, explanatorily basic, qualitative 

commitment might end up incurring massive costs to its syntactic simplicity (that is, if it 

doesn’t simply paraphrase – and thereby eliminate – sentences involving ‘DU(x,…, y)’ of 

an adicity greater than two, in which case it wouldn’t seem to incur these costs); the 

primitive similarity version, on the other hand, seems to require only the inclusion of 

principles establishing the symmetry, transitivity, and reflexivity of exact similarity 

(these might also be the only additional principles required for the syntactically simpler 

version of Stoutianism mentioned in the parenthetical above).  In comparison with the 

realist’s theory, then, the primitive similarity version of trope theory (and perhaps the 

syntactically simpler version of Stoutianism) seems to be either equally or slightly less 

syntactically simple, depending on whether the realist’s theory requires a principle 

establishing the intransitivity of instantiation.  In what follows, I shall, for the sake of 
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simplifying the discussion, assume that the primitive similarity version of trope theory is 

the one that is being adopted; however, any claims about the ontological parsimony of 

trope theory would seem to apply equally to the Stoutian version. 

 

2.6.2 Constituency 

Recall the description of W1 that I originally introduced in §2.1.1.  I’m going to change 

this description slightly so that there is a red sphere instead of a red cone in the world (I’ll 

continue to call this W1, though).  Thus, W1 consists of a blue cube (call it a), a blue 

sphere (call it b), a red cube (call it c), and a red sphere (call it d).
104

  In §2.6.1, I 

discussed in general terms the ways in which the similarities between objects can be 

accounted for in terms of exactly similar tropes.  However, as I noted several times in that 

section, there are two separate issues that the trope theorist must deal with in order to 

produce a viable solution to the problem of universals.  The appeal to tropes is meant to 

account for one of these issues – the one that Maurin [2002] calls “the problem of 

universalisation”, which is just the problem of accounting for similarities between distinct 

things.  But, once one has appealed to tropes, which are, as I’ve said, supposed to be 

“constituents” of ordinary “things” (whether the “things” that one is talking about are 

tables, chairs, and people (on the one hand), or (on the other) the basic microphysical bits 

of the universe, such as quarks), one needs to explain this relationship of constituency.  

This issue is what Maurin [2002] calls “the problem of thing-construction” – it is, to take 

one of the objects from W1 as an example, the problem of how a is related to the trope 

that accounts for its being blue. 

                                                 
104

 The change of d from a cone to a sphere is more for aesthetic reasons than anything else: it will 

allow for the trope that is a constituent of c in virtue of which c is a sphere to be exactly similar to another 

trope.  Crucially, though, this trope need not be exactly similar to any other trope in order for it to “ground” 

the fact that c is a sphere.  In other words, there is no problem of “one-instance properties” for trope theory 

as there is for resemblance nominalism: if there is a “one-instance property”, the trope theorist can simply 

account for it by positing a trope that isn’t exactly similar to any other trope. 
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 It’s worth pointing out that using the word ‘constituency’ is perhaps a bit 

misleading in characterizing the way that standard versions of trope theory treat the 

relationship between tropes and “things”.  The reason for this is that ‘constituency’ seems 

to indicate a relationship between a thing and its constituents.  However, strictly 

speaking, the standard forms of trope theory seek to completely analyze “ordinary things” 

into “bundles” of “compresent”
105

 tropes.  Thus, it’s difficult to talk about the 

relationship between a thing and its constituents in characterizing these standard versions 

of trope theory – and even more so to regiment these theories while using ‘Constituent(x, 

y)’ (or something similar) as the fundamental predicate – because the “thing” in question 

just is a “bundle” of tropes.  However, despite the ways in which it is slightly misleading, 

I’ve used the word ‘constituency’ as a heading for this section because it is neutral 

enough to characterize (at least in a general way) both the relationship involved in those 

versions of trope theory that appeal to compresence, and the relationship involved in the 

version that doesn’t.  Before moving on to discuss the standard (i.e. “compresence”) 

versions of trope theory, I want to briefly mention (and dismiss) this other version. 

 

Tropes and Substrata 

The non-standard version of trope theory that I just mentioned is one held by Martin 

[1980], according to which there are both substrata and tropes.  Each “thing”, like a, b, c, 

and d in W1, is constituted by (i) a substratum (which, for my purposes, is basically the 

same thing as what some might call a “bare” particular), and (ii) tropes grounding each of 

the properties that it has.  A thing’s constituent tropes are related in some fundamental 

                                                 
105

 ‘Compresence’ is traceable at least back to Russell’s [1948; 1950] later work (which, as I shall 

discuss in §2.7 is not a version of moderate nominalism, but is similar in its appeal to compresence), and it 

is used by, among others, Campbell [1990] and Maurin [2002].  However, Williams [1953], who is credited 

with coining the term ‘trope’, uses the word ‘concurrence’ for the relation in question.  I shall stick with 

common usage, as I have with ‘trope’, and use ‘compresence’. 
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way to its constituent substratum: for the sake of simplicity, I’ll use the dyadic predicate 

‘Has(x, y)’ in regimenting the theory.
106

 

Now, in order to see how a regimented version of this theory would look for W1, 

it will be helpful to establish some other notational conventions as well: for tropes, I shall 

continue with the convention of using tn; for substrata, I shall just use the individual 

constants that I’ve already used to name the individual things.  The ordinary language 

description of W1 contains the following sentences: 

a is blue a is a cube  b is blue b is a sphere 

c is red  c is a cube d is red  d is a sphere 

So, a regimented version of this theory (ignoring for the time being the sentences of the 

theory that would account for exact similarity between tropes) for W1 would be 

something like: 

Has(a, t1) Has(a, t2) Has(b, t3)  Has(b, t4) 

Has(c, t5) Has(c, t6) Has(d, t7) Has(d, t8) 

Supposing that this theory also regiments “exact similarity” facts in terms of the 

unanalyzable dyadic predicate ‘Exsim(x, y)’, it would thus also contain the following 

sentences in accounting for the exact similarity facts in W1: 

Exsim(t1, t3) Exsim(t2, t6) Exsim(t4, t8) Exsim(t5, t7) 

The twelve regimented sentences that I’ve just listed collectively entail two basic 

existential sentences: 

                                                 
106

 It’s worth pointing out that a view according to which there are just ordinary things (not substrata) 

and the tropes that are somehow possessed by them (construed however one wishes) wouldn’t for my 

purposes be any different from the trope-substratum view that I’m currently considering (so long as there is 

a fundamental asymmetrical (or perhaps non-symmetrical) relation that holds between a “thing” and its 

tropes). 
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xy Has(x, y)  xy Exsim(x, y) 

Given the importance of the order of the terms that follow ‘Has’ (i.e. it seems to be 

asymmetrical but must be at least non-symmetrical), the use of this predicate generates 

two distinct explanatorily basic qualitative ontological commitments: to things that have 

things and things that are had by things.  These two commitments are in addition to the 

explanatorily basic commitment generated by the other existential sentence listed above 

(I discussed this commitment in §2.6.1).  However, it doesn’t matter for the purposes of 

comparing trope theory to realism which option from the preceding section this version 

of trope theory adopts since her theory will incur at least one additional explanatorily 

basic qualitative ontological commitment in doing so.  Thus, the trope-substratum theory 

has (at least) three explanatorily basic qualitative commitments, which makes it more 

ontologically profligate (and thus less viable) than realism. 

 

Reifying Compresence 

As I mentioned earlier, standard trope theorists, who don’t posit substrata in addition to 

tropes, seek to analyze “concrete” particulars as “bundles” of compresent tropes.  So, 

what it is for a trope to be a “constituent” of a concrete particular is to be among those 

compresent tropes that “constitute” that particular.  The obvious question, though, is how 

the trope theorist should treat this “relation” of compresence.  One way is to reify it into 

the ontology as a non-bearer-specific relational trope in a fashion similar to one of the 

aforementioned ways of treating exact similarity.  The basic idea is that for any collection 

of compresent tropes, there is a unique, relational compresence-trope in which these 

tropes stand.  The non-bearer-specificity of a trope of this sort means that its actual relata 

only contingently “stand in” it, and, crucially, that it doesn’t depend for its existence on 

the existence of its relata.  Thus, if tropes t1 and t2 stand in the relational compresence-

trope r1, for example, then (i) it is not necessary that they stand in r1 in order to be 



217 

 

compresent (they could, for example, stand in r2), and (ii) the existence of r1 doesn’t 

necessitate the existence of either t1 or t2.  To put the point simply, to treat compresence 

as a non-bearer-specific relational trope is to treat each individual compresence-trope as 

lacking any necessary connections with the tropes that stand in it. 

 To see how such a theory might be regimented, consider again the following 

sentences, which belong to the ordinary description of W1: 

a is blue a is a cube  b is blue b is a sphere 

c is red  c is a cube d is red  d is a sphere 

Continuing to use constants of the form tn for non-relational tropes and rn for relational 

tropes (in this case, compresence-tropes), a trope theorist of this sort will regiment this 

description along the following lines: 

Stands(t1, t2, r1) Stands(t3, t4, r2) 

Stands(t5, t6, r3) Stands(t7, t8, r4) 

Here, t1 stands for the blue-trope in “a”, t2 for the cube-trope in “a”, t3 for the blue-trope 

in “b”, etc.  Likewise, r1 stands for the compresence-trope in which t1 and t2 stand, r2 for 

the compresence-trope in which t3 and t4 stand, etc.  Once again, supposing that this 

theory also regiments “exact similarity” facts in terms of the unanalyzable dyadic 

predicate ‘Exsim(x, y)’, it will also contain the following sentences in accounting for the 

exact similarity facts in W1: 

Exsim(t1, t3) Exsim(t2, t6) Exsim(t4, t8) Exsim(t5, t7) 

 Now, there is a complication that I have suppressed in the foregoing.  The objects 

in W1 each have two properties, but it seems likely that many objects in the actual world 

have more than this number of properties, and that some have more properties than 

others.  This makes it likely that the predicate ‘Stands(x, y, z)’ in a trope nominalist 



218 

 

theory of this sort for the actual world will need to be variably polyadic.  And, as was the 

case with the other variably polyadic predicates I’ve considered, it is an open question 

whether each distinct adicity of the predicate gives rise to a new explanatorily basic 

qualitative ontological commitment.  But, like the other variably polyadic predicates I’ve 

considered, it seems that there is nothing preventing the trope nominalist from holding 

that any instance of ‘Stands(x, y,…, z)’ of an adicity greater than three is logically 

equivalent to a conjunction (or series of conjunctions) of predications involving 

‘Stands(x, y, z)’ (i.e. of adicity three).  For example, it seems reasonable for the trope 

nominalist to hold that ‘Stands(t1, t2, t3, r1)’ is equivalent to ‘Stands(t1, t2, r1) & Stands(t1, 

t3, r1) & Stands(t2, t3, r1)’.
107

  Thus, she would need to include in her theory principles of 

the following sort for every adicity of ‘Stands(x, y,…, z)’ greater than three involved in 

the theory: 

xyzv (Stands(x, y, z, v)  [Stands(x, y, v) & Stands(x, z, v) & 

Stands(y, z, v)])
 
 

As with the other cases of variably polyadic predicates, the inclusion of such principles 

would make the qualitative commitments generated by existential sentences involving 

‘Stands(x, y,…, z)’ of an adicity greater than three derived, and those generated by 

‘xyz Stands(x, y, z)’ explanatorily basic.  This obviously requires an increase in the 

theory’s syntactic complexity, but the tradeoff is an increase in its qualitative ontological 

parsimony.  Alternatively, as I mentioned in footnote 99 from above, the trope theorist 

could avoid this additional syntactic complexity by simply paraphrasing any sentence 

involving ‘Stands(x, y,…, z)’ of an adicity greater than three (thus eliminating any such 
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 Again, I’m omitting conjuncts that would establish the “symmetry” of the relational trope r1 (such 

as ‘Stands(t2, t1, r1)’), which, I take it, would be established by the inclusion of other principles in the 

theory. 
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sentence from the theory) in terms of a sentence that only involves ‘Stands(x, y, z)’ (i.e. 

of adicity three).  This, it seems to me, would be the preferable option of the two. 

 However, even limiting the ontological commitments of the theory in this way 

cannot save it from being more ontologically profligate than the realist’s theory.  After 

all, the eight aforementioned sentences contained in the trope nominalist’s theory for W1 

collectively entail two basic existential sentences: 

xyz  Stands(x, y, z)  xy Exsim(x, y) 

Given the importance of order in the first sentence (the first two terms are 

interchangeable with each other, but not with the third), it seems to generate two 

explanatorily basic qualitative ontological commitments (to things that stand in things to 

things and to things in which things stand to things).  And, as before, the second sentence 

generates a single explanatorily basic qualitative commitment, so this theory, in total, has 

three explanatorily basic qualitative ontological commitments.  This makes it more 

qualitatively ontologically profligate (and thus less viable) than realism. 

Of course, instead of treating compresence as a non-bearer-specific relational 

trope,
108

 the trope theorist might treat it as Maurin [2010] does: as a bearer-specific 

relational trope.  I already discussed in §2.6.1 how this sort of maneuver might work with 

regard to exact similarity, and, as I noted there, my discussion was influenced by 

Maurin’s [2010] treatment of compresence as a “non-transferable” (i.e. bearer-specific) 

relational trope.  So, whereas I know of no trope theorist who actually treats exact 

similarity in this way, there is at least one who so treats compresence.  But, unfortunately 

for the trope theorist who wishes to treat compresence in this way, this theory faces the 
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 Strictly speaking, it is instances of compresence that are treated as non-bearer-specific relational 

tropes, rather than compresence itself being treated as a single trope.  In what follows, though, I shall, for 

the sake of convenience, speak of compresence itself being treated as a bearer-specific relational trope – the 

reader should understand this to mean that instances of compresence are treated as bearer-specific relational 

tropes. 
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exact same problems as one in which exact similarity is treated as a non-bearer-specific 

relational trope. 

 I won’t rehash here the entire discussion from §2.6.1 of the trope theorist’s 

inability to reduce her ontological commitments by treating exact similarity as a bearer-

specific relational trope, but it is worth repeating the basic problem that this maneuver 

faces since treating compresence in this way faces the same problem.  The point in 

treating any “relation” as a bearer-specific relational trope is to establish some 

“metaphysical dependence” between that relation and its relata.  Thus, in treating 

compresence as a bearer-specfic relational trope, Maurin wants to establish an 

asymmetrical dependence between a compresence trope and the tropes that stand in it: the 

compresence trope is dependent for its existence on the other tropes (i.e. it cannot exist 

without those tropes standing in it), but not vice versa (i.e. the other tropes can exist 

without standing in that compresence trope).  Given this “dependence”, Maurin thinks 

that she can distinguish a mere “congeries” from a true “unity”, thus avoiding the Bradley 

regress.  Essentially, the distinction is made based on the fact that, given the bearer-

specificity of a compresence trope, whenever a given compresence-trope exists, there is a 

true unity, for it cannot exist without relating the things that it actually relates. 

This sounds nice at first, but one sees the problem when one attempts to regiment 

the theory: not all of the facts are accounted for, rendering the theory inadequate as it 

stands.  Suppose, for example, that it is a fact that there is a blue paper cube.  The trope 

nominalist (of the sort I’m now considering) analyzes this (in part) in terms of there being 

three tropes (t1, t2, and t3) that are compresent.  This, in turn, is analyzed as t1, t2, and t3 

standing in a bearer-specific relational compresence trope (r1) – in ordinary language, ‘t1, 

t2, and t3 all stand in r1’.  But, how is this sentence to be regimented into the theory?  As I 

pointed out before, since the mere existence of a given compresence trope supposedly 

guarantees the existence of a “unity”, one might think that the inclusion of a sentence 
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such as ‘x x=r1’ is what accounts for t1, t2, and t3 all standing in r1.  But, to make a 

similar point to the one I made in §2.6.1, the only reason one might think that this 

existential sentence is sufficient to account for the compresence of these three tropes is 

that Maurin has insisted that it entails that t1, t2, and t3 exist and are all related by r1.  But, 

her insistence that this is the case has to somehow be reflected in the theory in order for 

this to be the case according to the theory.  The only way I can see of doing this is to 

include a principle that stipulates that the existence of r1 entails that t1, t2, and t3 exist and 

are all related by it.  But, this requires the trope theorist to offer a regimentation of ‘t1, t2, 

and t3 all stand in (or are related by) r1’, which was the original problem.  I’ve already 

discussed one way of doing this, and it seems to be her only option if she wants to reify 

each instance of compresence as a relational trope: ‘Stands(t1, t2, t3, r1)’.  This, of course, 

is just the way of regimenting this sentence that I’ve already discussed – indeed, what this 

shows is that the notion of a bearer-specific relational trope is just as problematic as the 

notion of a non-bearer-specific relational trope.  As I discussed before, this version of the 

trope nominalist’s theory ultimately incurs two explanatorily basic qualitative ontological 

commitments.  Add these commitments to the one generated by the most ontologically 

parsimonious treatment of exact similarity, and this version of the trope nominalist’s 

theory is more ontologically profligate (and thus less viable) than the realist’s theory. 

 

Compresence as a “Non-relational Tie” 

There is one final option available to the trope theorist in attempting to produce a theory 

that is more ontologically parsimonious than the realist’s: she can attempt to account for 

“compresence” facts by regimenting sentences like ‘t1, t2, and t3 are compresent’ directly 

into her theory.  This is tantamount to treating compresence as what I have been calling a 

non-relational tie, which, again, is akin to treating it the same way that the realist treats 

instantiation. 
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Consider again the ordinary language sentences belonging to the description of 

W1: 

a is blue a is a cube  b is blue b is a sphere 

c is red  c is a cube d is red  d is a sphere 

On this version of trope nominalism, these sentences would be regimented using a 

symmetrical
109

 predicate, such as ‘Compresent(x, y)’.  Thus, the resulting theory for W1 

would be something like: 

Compresent(t1, t2) Compresent(t3, t4) 

Compresent(t5, t6) Compresent(t7, t8) 

Similar to ‘Resembles(x,…, y)’ in §2.5, ‘DU(x,…, y)’ in §2.6.1, and ‘Stands(x, 

y,…, z)’ earlier in this section, this predicate will, it seems, need to be variably polyadic 

in order to be able to account for various objects’ possessing different numbers of 

properties.  And, as was the case with those predicates, this will either (i) require 

additional principles to be included in the theory stipulating that any instance of a 

predication involving ‘Compresent(x,…, y)’ of an adicity greater than two is logically 

equivalent to a conjunction (or series of conjunctions) of predications involving 

‘Compresent(x, y)’ (i.e. of adicity two), or else it will (ii) require that sentences involving 

‘Compresent(x,…, y)’ be paraphrased (and thereby eliminated) by a conjunction (or 

series of conjunctions) of predications involving ‘Compresent(x, y)’.  (Again, the latter of 

these two options is preferable from the standpoint of syntactic simplicity.)  The pattern 

here should be familiar, so I won’t bother spelling out the sort of principle that would be 

required for (i).  Indeed, it should be fairly obvious that the trope nominalist’s predicate 

‘Compresent(x,…, y)’ is, with regard to its formal features, strikingly similar to both the 
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 As I’ve discussed, the symmetry of this predicate would need to be established by the inclusion of 

an additional principle in the theory. 
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resemblance nominalist’s predicate ‘Resembles(x,…, y)’ and the predicate ‘DU(x,…, y)’ 

discussed in §2.6.1.  Interestingly enough, though, employing ‘Compresent(x,…, y)’ in 

one’s theory doesn’t appear to lead to difficulties like the imperfect community and 

companionship difficulties faced by resemblance nominalist theories that employ 

‘Resembles(x,…, y)’.  The reason for this is basically the same as the reason that 

‘DU(x,…, y)’ doesn’t lead to these difficulties.  Even if a polyadic predication involving 

‘Compresent(x,…, y)’ of an adicity greater than two is logically equivalent to a 

conjunction (or a series of conjunctions) of dyadic predications involving ‘Compresent(x, 

y)’, the trope nominalist can be guaranteed that any two tropes that are compresent, are 

compresent “in the same way”, so to speak.  This is because a trope can be compresent 

with the members of only one “maximal class” of tropes, whereas a concrete particular 

can resemble the members of several “maximal classes” of concrete particulars.  That the 

latter is the case is what allows for imperfect communities of resemblance, which, again, 

are classes of concrete particulars any two of which resemble each other, but don’t all 

resemble each other “in the same way”.  Tropes, on the other hand, aren’t subject to 

“imperfect communities of compresence” because a trope can’t be compresent with 

different groups of things – i.e. they can’t be at more than one place at one time.  (This 

point will become important in §2.7.)  Likewise, for any “class” of tropes all the members 

of which are compresent with each other, any “subclass” of that class will have members 

all of which are compresent with each other “in the same way”.  Again, this is because a 

trope can’t be compresent with different groups of things, and it is the reason that 

employing ‘Compresent(x,…, y)’ in a trope nominalist’s theory doesn’t lead to a problem 

similar to the companionship difficulty faced by the resemblance nominalist. 

 So, the trope nominalist, unlike the resemblance nominalist, doesn’t face the sort 

of devastating problems that the resemblance nominalist does in employing an 

unanalyzable symmetrical dyadic predicate in her theory.  However, her theory still isn’t 
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more viable than the realist’s.  As with the other versions of trope theory, this version 

must supplement its unanalyzable predicate ‘Compresent(x, y)’ with some other bit of 

ideology in order to account for exact similarity between tropes.  Supposing, again, that 

she does so by regimenting “exact similarity” facts in terms of the unanalyzable dyadic 

predicate ‘Exsim(x, y)’, her theory for W1 will include, in addition to the sentences listed 

above, the following sentences: 

Exsim(t1, t3) Exsim(t2, t6) Exsim(t4, t8) Exsim(t5, t7) 

These eight sentences ultimately entail two basic existential sentences: 

xy Compresent(x, y) xy Exsim(x, y) 

Given the symmetry of both of these dyadic predicates (which, again, I take to be 

established by the inclusion of additional principles in the theory), these two sentences 

generate two total explanatorily basic qualitative ontological commitments: to things that 

are compresent with things and to things that are exactly similar to things.  Thus, this 

theory is no more qualitatively ontologically parsimonious (and thus no more viable) than 

the realist’s theory is.  While this perhaps is not a decisive victory for realism, the trope 

nominalist’s central reason for thinking that her theory is more viable than the realist’s – 

namely, that it is the more ontologically parsimonious of the two – has been undermined. 

 Furthermore, if considerations of quantitative parsimony are to be factored in as a 

“trump card” of sorts, it would appear that the realist’s theory for the actual world would 

appear to have the more quantitatively parsimonious ontology.  The reason for this is that 

the trope nominalist presumably must posit an entity corresponding to each instantiation 

of one of the realist’s universals.  So, if the ordinary description has it that there are five 

particulars each of which has some combination of three (out of a possible five) 

properties, the trope nominalist will, it seems, have to posit fifteen entities; the realist, on 
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the other hand, will have to posit only ten (five things that instantiate and five that are 

instantiated). 

 And, finally, if considerations of syntactic simplicity are to be the deciding factor 

with regard to which of two equally qualitatively ontologically parsimonious theories is 

the more viable, the realist’s theory would again appear to hold the trump card.  The 

reason for this is that the trope nominalist’s theory would appear to require the addition 

of a number of additional principles in order to limit the explanatorily basic ontological 

commitments generated by her use of a variably polyadic predicate.  Again, though, these 

principles could be dispensed with in favor of just employing the dyadic predicate 

‘Compresent(x, y)’ as unanalyzable (and paraphrasing, rather than reducing, all sentences 

involving ‘Compresent(x,…, y)’ of an adicity greater than two).  Still, the trope 

nominalist’s use of two unanalyzable, symmetrical, transitive (and, derivatively, 

reflexive), dyadic predicates (i.e. ‘Exsim(x, y)’
110

 and ‘Compresent(x, y)’) would still 

seem to require the addition of more basic principles than the realist’s use of a single 

unanalyzable, asymmetrical, non-transitive, irreflexive, dyadic predicate (i.e. 

‘Instantiates(x, y)’) does.  Any way you look at it, realism has the advantage.  Thus, I 

submit that there is principled reason to view realism as being more viable than any 

version of trope nominalism; at the very least, the primary motivation for adopting trope 

nominalism instead of realism has been dispensed with. 

 

2.7 Universalism 

Universalists, like the majority of the trope nominalists just discussed, seek to analyze 

“concrete particulars” as “bundles” of compresent (or “concurrent” – see footnote 105 in 

the preceding section) things.  The basic difference between these two theories is that the 

                                                 
110

 Again, since the use of ‘DU(x, y)’ produces no more explanatorily basic ontological commitments 

than the use of ‘Exsim(x, y)’ does, it could just as easily be used here. 
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trope nominalist takes these to be bundles of compresent tropes, whereas the universalist 

takes them to be bundles of compresent universals.  To put this point simply, whereas the 

trope nominalist seeks to analyze naturally-occurring similarities between (say) two 

concrete particulars in terms there being two bundles of compresent tropes each of which 

contains a trope that is exactly similar to a trope in the other bundle, the universalist seeks 

to analyze this in terms of there being two bundles of compresent universals each of 

which contains the very same universal.  Thus, the universalist retains the trope 

nominalist’s appeal to the “relation” of compresence while replacing her appeal to the 

“relation” of exact similarity with another “relation” to which, as I’ve already indicated, 

every theory I’m considering must appeal: identity. 

 In light of this, one might think that the universalist’s theory ends up being more 

ontologically parsimonious than the realist’s.  After all, it is the appeal to both the 

primitive “relation” of compresence and the primitive “relation” of exact similarity that 

renders the trope theorist’s theory just as qualitatively ontologically profligate as the 

realist’s, so it would stand to reason that utilizing the “relation” of identity (which the 

realist also utilizes in her theory) in the place of exact similarity would give the 

universalist an advantage that the trope theorist lacks.  At first glance, this appears to be 

the case, but I shall argue that the universalist’s theory, as it stands, either faces both a 

devastating lack of conservatism (insofar as it entails absurdities/unwanted 

consequences) and a seemingly problematic lack of generality (insofar as it rules out 

certain seemingly “Moorean” possibilities), or else it must, in order to avoid these 

problems, incur at least as many qualitative ontological commitments as the realist’s 

theory does.  And, since the primary motivation for adopting universalism is, as is the 

case with every other theory I’ve discussed in this chapter, that it is more ontologically 

parsimonious than realism, the universalist’s purported advantage is lost. 
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2.7.1 Compresence 

In order to see the problems with the universalist’s theory, I first need to set it out in its 

regimented form.  As it turns out, there are two different ways that the universalist might 

regiment her theory.  The difference between these two regimentations issues from how 

the “relation” of compresence is treated.  I discuss the two regimentations in turn. 

 

Reifying Compresence 

This first way of treating the “relation” of compresence should be familiar from my 

discussions of both resemblance nominalism and trope nominalism.  On this version of 

universalism, compresence is reified as a relation in which compresent universals stand.  

Thus, the universalist, generally speaking, paraphrases a sentence like ‘There is a blue 

cube’ as ‘blue and cube are compresent’, and the universalist of this sort, in turn, 

paraphrases this latter sentence as ‘blue and cube stand in (the relation of) compresence’.  

Since the relation of compresence is reified on this version of universalism, it must be 

accessible to quantification in the regimented sentences of the theory.  So, consider again 

the sentences of the modified description of W1 that I introduced in §2.6.2: 

a is blue a is a cube  b is blue b is a sphere 

c is red  c is a cube d is red  d is a sphere 

A universalist of the sort currently being considered, in accounting for the facts expressed 

by these sentences, will ultimately provide a regimented theory that is along the 

following lines: 

Stands(blue, cube, compresence) Stands(blue, sphere, compresence) 

Stands(red, cube, compresence) Stands(red, sphere, compresence) 
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Here, I’ve used the triadic predicate ‘Stands(x, y, z)’ to express the fact that x stands in z 

to y.  So, the first sentence accounts for there being a blue cube (i.e. a), the second for 

there being a blue sphere (i.e. b), etc. 

 Now, it should be apparent that ‘Stands(x, y,…, z)’ will have to be treated as a 

variably polyadic predicate for the exact same reasons that I discussed in connection with 

the trope theorist’s reification of compresence (see §2.6.2).  Thus, the universalist can 

either (i) introduce additional basic principles that establish the equivalence of 

predications involving ‘Stands(x, y,…, z)’ of an adicity greater than three with a 

conjunction (or a series of conjunctions) of predications involving ‘Stands(x, y, z)’ of 

adicity three (in which case the ontological commitments generated by the former 

predications would be derived and those generated by the latter predications would be 

explanatorily basic), or else (ii) take ‘Stands(x, y, z)’ to be unanalyzable and paraphrase 

any sentence involving the predicate ‘Stands(x, y,…, z)’ of an adicity greater than three in 

terms of a conjunction (or a series of conjunctions) of predications involving ‘Stands(x, y, 

z)’.  The second option, once again, is the preferable one from the standpoint of syntactic 

simplicity. 

 Not surprisingly, though, the resulting theory is no more ontologically 

parsimonious than the realist’s theory is.  The reason for this is that the sentences listed 

above collectively entail the basic existential sentence ‘xyz Stands(x, y, z)’.  And, of 

course, the inclusion of this sentence in a theory generates two distinct explanatorily 

basic qualitative ontological commitments: to things that stand in things to things and to 

things in which things stand to things.  Once again, these commitments are equinumerous 

with the explanatorily basic qualitative ontological commitments that the realist has, 

rendering the universalist’s theory no more viable (at least from the standpoint of 

qualitative ontological parsimony) than the realist’s.  However, this version of 

universalism faces some serious problems that ultimately make it the less viable of the 
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two theories.  Before turning to discuss these problems (which are faced by any version 

of universalism), it will be instructive to introduce the second way of regimenting the 

universalist’s theory. 

 

Compresence as a “Non-relational Tie” 

The second way of regimenting the universalist’s theory should be as familiar from my 

discussions of trope nominalism as the first.  Rather than paraphrasing a sentence such as 

‘blue and cube are compresent’ as ‘blue and cube stand in (the relation of) compresence’, 

and then regimenting the latter sentence such that ‘compresence’ is accessible to 

quantification, the universalist might simply regiment ‘blue and cube are compresent’ 

directly into the language of first-order logic.  Such a maneuver requires abandoning the 

project of reifying compresence and, instead, treating it in the same basic way that the 

realist treats instantiation.  In other words, the predicate ‘Compresent(x,…, y)’, on this 

version of universalism, is treated as unanalyzable.  Thus, the sentences of the modified 

description of W1 are ultimately regimented as: 

Compresent(blue, cube) Compresent(blue, sphere) 

Compresent(red, cube) Compresent(red, sphere) 

So, the universalist of this sort has basically just replaced the sentences of theory given 

above (each of which involved an explanatorily basic triadic predicate) with sentences 

that involve an explanatorily basic dyadic predicate.
111

 

                                                 
111

 There are variations of this theory that add to its apparatus but, it seems to me, not to its 

effectiveness.  For example, as I note in Mantegani [2001: 15-6, footnote 35], Paul [2002] accepts 

“unrestricted composition” for “properties” (i.e. what I’ve been calling universals).  In this sense, then, her 

theory is much like the class nominalist’s who treats the members of a class as being “collectively 

identical” with the class since the class just is its members.  This, of course, would make Paul’s theory 

subject to the complaint that not every collection of universals “composes” a bundle – in other words, not 

every collection of universals is a collection of compresent universals – but her theory, as it stands, has no 

apparatus for distinguishing between those collections that are bundles and those that aren’t.  Paul’s 
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 But, once again, it is clear that the points I made in §2.6.2 about the variable 

polyadicity of ‘Compresent(x,…, y)’ in the trope nominalist’s theory are applicable here.  

After all, just as there can be different numbers of tropes that are compresent due to the 

fact that there can, it seems, be “concrete particulars” with different numbers of 

properties, it seems that it should likewise be possible for there to be different numbers of 

universals that are compresent.  Even if there is some set number of properties that a 

“concrete particular” can have, considerations similar to those discussed in connection 

with the resemblance nominalist’s variably polyadic predicate ‘Resembles(x,…, y)’ 

appear to force one to conclude that any predication involving ‘Compresent(x,…, y)’ with 

an adicity greater than two entails a conjunction (or a series of conjunctions) of 

predications involving ‘Compresent(x, y)’ with an adicity of two.
112

  And, once again, it 

seems that in order to avoid incurring distinct explanatorily basic qualitative ontological 

commitments for each adicity of ‘Compresent(x,…, y)’ that is included in the theory, the 

universalist must include in her theory principles stipulating the logical equivalences that 

hold between the various adicities of this predicate.  Alternatively, and preferably from 

the standpoint of syntactic simplicity, the universalist can simply paraphrase any sentence 

                                                                                                                                                 
solution to this problem is to distinguish between “actual fusions” (i.e. objects/bundles) from non-actual 

fusions “by defining a primitive predicate which as a matter of contingent fact applies only to fusions that 

are actual and to no other fusions” [2002: 580].  I have two comments about this.  First, in order to have a 

predicate that applies to “fusions”, one has to quantify over “fusions”.  This means that the relationship 

between a “fusion” and the things that “compose” it will have to be accounted for within the theory.  I 

discussed in §2.4 how this might be done, ultimately arriving at the conclusion that a theory that quantifies 

over both “fusions” (to use Paul’s term for what I’ve been calling things of which things are parts) and the 

things that “compose” them (i.e. things that are parts of things) is one that has (at least) two explanatorily 

basic qualitative ontological commitments.  Add this to the commitment generated by Paul’s primitive 

predicate that is supposed to apply only to actual fusions, and her theory has (at least) three explanatorily 

basic qualitative ontological commitments.  This makes her theory worse than the typical universalist 

theory from the standpoint of qualitative ontological parsimony.  It seems to me that any attempt to 

construct a version of universalism in this “mereological” fashion is doomed to face these same problems, 

so I shall ignore such versions of universalism in what follows. 
112

 As before, the consideration that leads to this conclusion is this: it seems to be a Moorean fact about 

compresent things that if x, y, and z are compresent, then any two of those things are also compresent. 
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involving ‘Compresent(x,…, y)’ of an adicity greater than two with a sentence involving 

a conjunction (or a series of conjunctions) of ‘Compresent(x, y)’ of adicity two – this, 

again, would allow for the elimination of the higher adicities of ‘Compresent(x,…, y)’ 

from the theory and, more importantly, dispense with the need for the aforementioned 

explanatorily basic principles. 

 No matter how the universalist deals with the variable polyadicity of the predicate 

‘Compresent(x,…, y)’, the sentences of her theory will ultimately entail the following 

basic existential sentence: ‘xy Compresent(x, y)’.  Given the symmetry of the dyadic 

predicate ‘Compresent(x, y)’ (which, again, I take to be established by a supplementary 

principle included in the theory), this existential sentence generates one explanatorily 

basic qualitative ontological commitment: to things that are compresent with things.  As 

it stands, then, this theory appears to be more ontologically parsimonious – and thus more 

viable – than the realist’s theory.  But, as I’ve already indicated, there are problems with 

the universalist’s theory that ultimately undercut its apparent greater comparative 

viability. 

 

2.7.2 Problems with Universalism 

There are two basic (and related) problems with universalism, and, as I mentioned earlier, 

they are faced by either version of the theory.  One problem is the purported 

incompatibility of a universalist’s theory with the possibility of there being distinct 

indiscernibles.  The other problem is an analogue of the imperfect community difficulty 

faced by the resemblance nominalist.  I shall discuss these problems in turn. 

 

The Problem of Distinct Indiscernibles 

The first of the two problems I’ll be considering is well-known in the literature, although 

it seems to me that no one has yet found a satisfactory solution to it.  The reason for this, 
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I submit, is because there isn’t one.  Characterizing the problem within a broadly Quinean 

framework can help to see why this is the case.  In what follows, I will do just this; I will 

then consider some responses to the problem and show why they all fail. 

 I shall use Max Black’s [1952] famous counterexample
113

 to the principle of the 

identity of indiscernibles (which is often considered to undermine universalism as well) 

as a model for this discussion, although I shall simplify it somewhat.  Consider a world 

(call it MB) in which there are only two blue spheres.  Since the version of universalism 

that treats compresence as a “non-relational tie” appears to be the most ontologically 

parsimonious version, I shall focus on this in my discussion (however, as I’ll make 

explicit, the same problem is faced by the other version).  What would a universalist’s 

regimented theory of MB be like?  It appears that it would consist of just one
114

 sentence: 

‘Compresent(blue, sphere)’.  After all, the universalist must, it seems, account for the 

existence of either of these objects in the same way since they are both just blue spheres.  

Now, it seems plausible to think that the aforementioned sentence is consistent with there 

being two blue spheres.  After all, it expresses the fact that blue and sphere are 

compresent, and it entails the general existential claim that there are at least two 

compresent things; neither of these claims seems to rule out the possibility that there are 

two blue spheres.  But, consider a world in which there is only one blue sphere (call it 

MB*).  How is the universalist’s theory for MB* any different from its theory for MB?  It 

doesn’t seem that it is, for the theory, again, will consist of the exact same sentence as 

before.  So, while the theoretical framework itself perhaps isn’t inconsistent with the 

                                                 
113

 It is of historical interest to note that, as Hochberg [2001: 45] points out, the same sort of example 

was introduced independently (and earlier – in 1947) by the Swedish philosopher Ivar Segelberg [1999: 

160-4]. 
114

  This requires some qualification because the theory would also need to include a principle 

establishing the symmetry of ‘Compresent(x, y)’, the sentence that corresponds to the one I’ve specified 

above given the symmetry of ‘Compresent(x, y)’, the existential sentence entailed by these sentences, etc.  

These sentences aren’t relevant to the point that I’m making, so I’m ignoring them in the discussion. 
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existence of the distinct yet indiscernible objects stipulated to exist in MB, it cannot in 

principle account for the difference between a world in which the two blue spheres exist 

and one in which only one blue sphere exists.  Or, two put it another way, it is impossible 

within this framework to account for the fact that exactly two indiscernible yet 

indistinguishable “concrete particulars” exist.  This, it seems, is a problematic lack of 

generality.
115

 

 There are several different ways of responding to this problem.  In the first place, 

there is the obvious maneuver (which is basically the same as one of the proposals 

considered and dismissed by Black [1952: 153-5]) of labeling one of the bundles ‘a’ and 

the other ‘b’, and asserting that one bundle has the property of being (identical to) a, 

whereas the other bundle has the property of being (identical to b).  However, it’s easy to 

see why this way of individuating the spheres won’t work for the universalist.  For one 

thing, any use of the terms ‘a’ and ‘b’ to label the bundles will be paraphrased out of the 

universalist’s regimented theory.  ‘a is a blue sphere’ is regimented as ‘Compresent(blue, 

sphere), as is ‘b is a blue sphere’.  So, on the universalist’s theory, the properties of being 

(identical to) a and being (identical to) b are both just the property of being (identical to 

something that is) a blue sphere.  Indeed, these are properties that nothing even has 

according to the universalist’s regimented theory, for there aren’t even “bundles” 

according to her theory – that is, her theory doesn’t quantify over bundles of universals.  

It quantifies only over things that are compresent (which are what I’m calling universals 

within the context of this theory). 

                                                 
115

 To see how this problem applies to the version of universalism that reifies the compresence relation, 

consider again the description of MB.  On the version of universalism that reifies the compresence relation 

there is still a single sentence that accounts for the existence of each of the blue spheres: ‘Stands(blue, 

sphere, compresence)’.  Thus, this theory also cannot distinguish the case in which one sphere exists from 

the case in which two exist. 
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The only way for the introduction of ‘a’ and ‘b’ to help individuate the bundles of 

universals would be if they were already presupposed (or stipulated) to “pick out” distinct 

things, be they “bundles” or something else.  But, in order to “pick out” distinct things, 

both ‘a’ and ‘b’ would need to be accessible to quantification in the universalist’s theory.  

So, if this maneuver is to help solve the problem, it requires the addition of the following 

sentence to the universalist’s regimented theory: ‘a≠b’.  This, of course, ultimately entails 

‘xy x≠y’.  But neither of these sentences indicates anything about the relationship 

between a (or b) and the universals that constitute either of the bundles.  If ‘a’ or ‘b’ is 

meant to pick out a bundle, then sentences of the following sort would seem to need to be 

included in the theory: 

Part(blue, sphere, a)  Part(blue, sphere, b) 

Here, the predicate ‘Part(x, y, z,)’ is used to express the fact that x and y are parts (or 

constituents) of z.  The specific predicate being used isn’t really important, though – what 

is important is that whatever predicate is used expresses some relationship between a or b 

(i.e. a bundle) and the universals that purportedly “constitute” it.  These sentences, given 

the stipulation that a and b are distinct, would suffice to account for the fact that there are 

two distinct blue spheres.  But, it should be clear that the employment of an unanalyzable 

predicate like this generates at least two explanatorily basic qualitative ontological 

commitments: to things that are parts (constitutents) of things and to things of which 

things are parts (constituents).  Thus, this theory has no advantage over realism from the 

standpoint of qualitative ontological parsimony. 

But, one might object, it isn’t necessary to introduce a new unanalyzable predicate 

like ‘Part(x, y, z)’ into the theory – the universalist, after all, already employs the 
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unanalyzable predicate ‘Compresent(x,…, y)’.
116

  Rather than taking ‘a’ and ‘b’ to pick 

out bundles, the universalist could take them to pick out other objects that can be 

compresent with blue and sphere.  Thus, the following sentences might be included in the 

universalist’s theory:
117

 

Compresent(blue, sphere, a)  Compresent(blue, sphere, b) 

Given the stipulation that a and b are distinct, the inclusion of these sentences would 

appear to be enough to account for the fact that there are two distinct blue spheres.
118

  

However, this requires a substantial change to the universalist’s theoretical framework in 

order for it not to entail absurdities.  For example, since the compresence of blue with 

other universals accounts for the fact that the concrete particular that is analyzed as that 

“bundle” has the property of being blue, it seems that the compresence of a (or b) with 

other universals in a bundle should account for the fact that the concrete particular that is 

analyzed as that bundle has some property as well.  I’ve already indicated what property 

this might be: being (identical to) a (or being (identical to) b).  However, it seems that 

since a and b are distinct, it should be impossible for something to have both of these 

properties.  Indeed, it seems that it should be, in general, impossible for something that 

has the property of being (identical to) x to also have the property of being (identical to) y 

if x and y are distinct.  This needs to be accounted for by the universalist’s theory. 

 In order to see how this is to be accounted for, it is important to see that the fact 

that some single thing has two properties is accounted for in the universalist’s theory by 
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 For simplicity, I’ll be dealing with the variably polyadic version of this predicate in this section.  

The reader should obviously understand this predicate, however, to be equivalent to a conjunction (or series 

of conjunctions) of the dyadic predicate ‘Compresent(x, y)’. 
117

 Given what I’ve said previously, these sentences would be equivalent to ‘Compresent(blue, sphere) 

& Compresent(blue, a) & Compresent(sphere, a)’ and ‘Compresent(blue, sphere) & Compresent(blue, b) 

& Compresent(sphere, b)’, respectively.  See footnote 116 above. 
118

 On the version of universalism according to which compresence is reified, the sentences would be: 

‘Stands(blue, sphere, a, compresence)’ and ‘Stands(blue, sphere, b, compresence)’. 
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including a sentence that “says” that the universals corresponding to those properties are 

compresent.  So, it seems that the natural way of accounting for the impossibility of 

something’s having both the property of being x and the property of being y if x and y are 

distinct would be to rule out the possibility of the “universals” corresponding to those 

properties being compresent.  This would involve including something like the following 

basic principle in the theory: 

xy [x≠y → ¬Compresent(x ,y)] 

This principle obviously entails that, for the universalist theory of MB, a and b are not 

compresent.  This is exactly the result that the universalist wants.  Unfortunately, it also 

entails, for the universalist theory of MB, that blue and sphere are not compresent, which 

results in a contradiction. 

The problem is that the universalist can’t make it impossible for just any distinct 

universals to be compresent, for this would undermine her theory altogether (as just 

illustrated).  Instead, she simply needs to rule out the possibility of the compresence of a 

certain sub-group of those universals: namely, those “universals” that correspond to 

properties like being (identical to) a and being (identical to) b.  It seems, though, that this 

requires a primitive distinction between universals like blue and sphere (on the one hand) 

and “universals” like a and b (on the other).  To put the point in a more traditional way, 

the universalist is forced to distinguish between universals (on the one hand) and 

particulars or individual essences (on the other) – hence my use of scare quotes around 

the second appearance of ‘universals’ in the previous sentence.  Drawing a primitive 

distinction of this sort requires, from a Quinean perspective, the introduction of a new 

predicate based on which the distinction can be drawn – perhaps the monadic predicate 

‘Essence(x)’, which applies only to the entities of the latter category.  The employment of 
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such a predicate in the universalist’s theory would allow her to reformulate the principle 

from above as:
119

 

xy [([Essence(x) & Essence(y)] & x≠y) → ¬Compresent(x ,y)] 

This principle would, of course, avoid the problems from before.  But, more importantly, 

the employment of ‘Essence(x)’ in the theory would generate a new explanatorily basic 

qualitative ontological commitment to essences.  And this would render the universalist’s 

theory no more ontologically parsimonious (and thus no more viable) than the realist’s 

theory.
120

 

 Another way that the universalist might try to individuate the bundles is via their 

spatial properties (or, perhaps, their spatiotemporal properties – in the interest of 

simplicity, however, I shall restrict the current discussion to spatial properties).  Once 

spatial location is brought into the discussion, however, I need to add a stipulation to my 

initial description of MB that is also included in Black’s original example: MB is a 

symmetrical world – in other words, the spatial relations in which the two blue spheres 

stand to each other are symmetrical.  Now, how this particular method of individuating 

the spheres is supposed to work depends on whether spatial location is conceived of as 

relational or absolute.  If spatial location is relational, then an object’s location is 

dependent on the spatial relations in which it stands to other objects.  So, it seems that 

these spatial relations must be accepted as basic.  For the purposes of this discussion, 

suppose that there is one fundamental spatial relation, which is represented in the 

                                                 
119

 For the version of universalism according to which compresence is reified, the principle would be 

‘xy [([Essence(x) & Essence(y)] & x≠y) → ¬Stands(x, y, compresence)]’.  This is assuming, of course, 

that any adicity of ‘Stands(x, y,…, compresence)’ is equivalent to a conjunction (or a series of 

conjunctions) of the triadic predicate ‘Stands(x, y, compresence)’ 
120

 Furthermore, from the standpoint of quantitative parsimony, it seems that the universalist of this 

sort is no better off than the realist since she presumably posits an “essence” for every one of the realist’s 

particulars (and, obviously, posits the same number of universals as the realist).  It also seems clear that this 

version of universalism has no advantage over realism as far as syntactic simplicity is concerned. 
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universalist’s theory by the unanalyzable symmetrical dyadic predicate ‘R(x, y)’.
121

  As I 

pointed out previously, the universalist’s theory (at least as it is typically regimented) 

doesn’t quantify over the “bundles” of universals (which, again, are what “concrete 

particulars” are for the universalist), so it would seem that bundles aren’t the relata of this 

relation; even if they were, the problems that I mentioned before concerning the relation 

between a bundle and its constituents would crop up, which would render the theory less 

viable than the realist’s. 

What, then, are the relata of this basic spatial relation?  Perhaps universals could 

serve this purpose.  The universalist might thus include the following sentences in her 

original theory in order to account for the fact that the two spheres in MB are spatially 

related:
122

 

R(blue, blue)  R(blue, sphere) R(sphere, sphere) 

There are two aspects of this theory that should be noted immediately.  The first is that it 

allows for a thing to be spatially related to itself.  Some might find this absurd, but I shall 

grant for the sake of argument that it isn’t.
123

  The second point is that these three 

sentences collectively entail the existential sentence ‘xy R(x, y)’.  This sentence 

generates an explanatorily basic qualitative ontological commitment to things that R 

                                                 
121

 The point doesn’t change if there is more than one fundamental spatial relation (given the symmetry 

of MB). 
122

 In the version of universalism according to which compresence is reified, these sentences might be 

treated as ‘Stands(blue, blue, r)’, etc., where ‘r’ stands for the basic spatial relation.  This doesn’t affect my 

point. 
123

 In case someone wishes to object that I need to respond to this accusation of absurdity in order to 

prove that realism isn’t also subject to it, I offer the following.  Suppose that a realist holds that a and b are 

distinct things, both of which instantiate the universal f.  That a and b are spatially related to each other 

need not imply that f is spatially related to itself.  Indeed, it seems perfectly consistent for the realist to 

include ‘Instantiates(a, f)’, ‘Instantiates(b, f)’, and ‘R(a, b)’ in her theory without also having to include 

‘R(f, f)’.  Thus, even if it is absurd to say that something is spatially related to itself, the realist isn’t forced 

to say such a thing.  The universalist, on the other hand, does appear to be forced to say such a thing, but, 

again, I’m assuming for the sake of argument that this sort of claim isn’t absurd. 
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things.  However, I shall not assume that the addition of this commitment renders the 

universalist’s theory less qualitatively ontologically parsimonious than the realist’s, for, 

as I noted in §2.4.2, the realist must also somehow account for spatial (or spatiotemporal 

relations) that hold between things. 

 It’s not clear, though, that these sentences are enough to account for the fact that 

there are two distinct blue spheres.  The obvious reason to think that they are is that a 

spatial relation seems to imply diversity of its terms – in other words, any two things that 

stand in a spatial relation must be distinct.  But, it seems that the universalist has already 

rejected this claim in allowing a universal to be spatially related to itself.  Furthermore, 

since, on this view, universals (and not bundles of universals) are what stand in spatial 

relations, it’s unclear what a spatial relation’s implying the diversity of its terms proves 

other than the fact that there must be two distinct universals.  This, however, isn’t 

sufficient to establish that there are two distinct bundles since the existence of two 

distinct universals is obviously compatible with the existence of any number of bundles.  

To put it bluntly, what is needed is a way of accounting for there being two distinct 

bundles that contain the exact same universals, but the universalist’s way of regimenting 

her theory simply makes this impossible without the addition of a distinct term that 

corresponds to each distinct bundle.  Introducing an unanalyzable predicate that holds 

between universals simply isn’t going to do the needed individuating, and quantifying 

over bundles generates unwanted qualitative commitments.  Consequently, there appears 

to be no satisfactory way for the universalist to account for the fact that there are exactly 

two distinct blue spheres in MB by appealing only to ‘R(x, y)’ and ‘Compresent(x, y)’. 

 The universalist might, instead, opt to treat spatial location as absolute, in which 

case an object’s location is not based on its relations to other objects
124

 – it is, in some to-

be-explained sense, basic.  In this case, she might hold that the existence of two distinct 

                                                 
124

 Except, perhaps, to fixed spatial points – I’ll discuss this a bit more just ahead 
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blue spheres is accounted for by there being two bundles (each consisting of the same 

compresent universals) at distinct spatial locations.  Or, alternatively, she might hold, as 

O’Leary-Hawthorne [1995] suggests, that MB is actually a world in which one bundle is 

“bi-located” – that is, the existence of the two distinct blue spheres in MB is ultimately 

accounted for by there being a single bundle that is at two different spatial locations at 

once.  In either case, the claim is that a difference in spatial location is what accounts for 

there being two distinct spheres in MB, and this difference in spatial location is not to be 

analyzed in terms of the two spheres (or anything else) standing in different spatial 

relations to other objects. 

 But, it should be obvious that more needs to be said about how the “absolute” 

spatial locations of objects are to be accounted for in the universalist’s regimented theory.  

Consider the version of universalism according to which there are two compresent 

bundles (consisting of the same universals) that are at distinct spatial locations.  How is 

this to be accounted for by sentences regimented into a first-order language?  I can see a 

couple of ways of doing so.  One would be to reify (i.e. quantify over) locations and 

introduce a predicate such as ‘At(x, y)’, which is used to express the fact that x is located 

at y.  Indeed, it seems that the universalist could do away with the unanalyzable predicate 

‘Compresent(x, y)’ and regiment her theory entirely in terms of ‘At(x, y)’.  A regimented 

theory for MB, then, would be (using ‘a’ to represent the location of one of the spheres, 

and ‘b’ to represent the location of the other): 

At(blue, a) At(sphere, a)     At(blue, b)    At(sphere, b) 

Assuming that it is stipulated that a and b are distinct, this theory would seem to be 

sufficient to account for there being two distinct blue spheres.  But, it should also be 

obvious that this theory is, structurally speaking, the exact same as the realist’s theory: 

both employ a single, explanatorily basic, asymmetrical, irreflexive, non-transitive, 



241 

 

dyadic predicate.  The only difference is the predicate that is employed by each theory – 

but this is obviously a trivial difference from the standpoint of ontological parsimony.  

Ultimately, then, it seems that reifying spatial locations in this way results in the 

abandonment of universalism in favor of (a version of) realism. 

 Another way for the universalist to regiment her theory such that it accounts for 

there being two distinct bundles of the same universals at distinct spatial locations is to 

employ ‘Compresent(x, y)’ as an explanatorily basic predicate and treat spatial locations 

themselves as universals (i.e. as things that are compresent with things).  This is basically 

what Russell [1948; 1950] does in his version of universalism.
125

  For Russell, each 

bundle (or “complex of compresence”) contains a unique spatial “quality” (i.e. what I 

have been calling a universal) that “grounds” its absolute location in space.  Thus, on a 

theory like Russell’s, it would be misleading to describe MB as a world in which there 

are two distinct bundles of the same universals because each bundle contains a universal 

that the other doesn’t (i.e. one of the aforementioned spatial universals).  A regimented 

theory for MB, then, would include (using ‘a’ to represent the location universal unique 

to one of the bundles, and ‘b’ to represent the location universal unique to the other): 

Compresent(blue, sphere, a)  Compresent(blue, sphere, b) 

These sentences appear to be sufficient to account for the existence of two distinct blue 

spheres.
126

  However, it should be clear that this version of universalism faces the same 

problem as the version that posits individual essences that are unique to distinct bundles 

of universals.  After all, if a (or b) is a universal like blue, sphere, etc., then the 

                                                 
125

 Russell’s focus is the visual field rather than the physical world; indeed, he thinks the focus on the 

visual field is what justifies the claim that spatial qualities are absolute rather than relational, since the 

locations of the visual field appear to be absolute.  While I’m interested in providing a theory of the 

physical world and not the visual field, the basic ideas involved in Russell’s analysis of objects in the visual 

field as bundles of compresent sense data are useful in characterizing the version of universalism currently 

being discussed. 
126

 See footnote 118 above. 
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compresence of a (or b) with other universals in a bundle should account for the fact that 

the concrete particular that is analyzed as that bundle of universals has some property, 

just as the compresence of, e.g., blue with other universals in a bundle accounts for the 

fact that the concrete particular that is analyzed as that bundle has the property of being 

blue.  The properties in question are fairly obvious: being located at a (for a) and being 

located at b (for b).  But, just as before, it seems that if a and b are distinct, then it should 

be impossible for them to be constituents of the same bundle, for such a bundle would be 

located in two different places, which seems absurd.  More generally, it would seem that 

it should be impossible for any two universals of this “kind” to be constituents of the 

same bundle.  This leads to the same line of reasoning as before – namely, that this 

requires the universalist to distinguish between kinds of universals, which, in turn, 

generates another explanatorily basic qualitative ontological commitment for her theory.  

As before, regimenting universalism in this way doesn’t produce a theory that is more 

viable than realism. 

 However, I mentioned earlier that it is O’Leary-Hawthorne’s [1995] position that 

a world like MB is best described as a world in which one bundle of universals is bi-

located.  So, it seems that he would reject the claim that a bundle’s being located in two 

different places is absurd.  Indeed, he argues that any theory according to which there are 

universals must reject the absurdity of this, for a bundle is just a complex of universals, 

and universals are the sorts of things that are supposed to be able to be located at more 

than one place at a time.  While I disagree with the claim that a theory that posits 

universals is forced to endorse the claim that it is possible for a thing to be located at two 

distinct places at once, I’m not going to take issue with it here.  My only concern is to 

determine whether accepting this claim can help the universalist produce a theory that is 

more viable than the realist’s.  The acceptance of this claim would seem to prevent the 

universalist from needing to distinguish between the kind of universal that can be 
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compresent with any other universal,
127

 and the kind of universal only one of which can 

belong to any bundle.  And, to avoid this distinction is, it seems, to avoid the additional 

explanatorily basic qualitative ontological commitment that comes along with it.  

O’Leary-Hawthorne’s position thus seems to benefit the universalist in a crucial way. 

 Unfortunately, though, a problem remains for O’Leary-Hawthorne’s version of 

the theory.  He still needs to guarantee that at least one of these “spatial location 

universals” belongs to each bundle of universals.  If this is not guaranteed, then he has to 

admit that it is possible for there to be a concrete object that has no spatial location (since 

concrete objects are, after all, analyzed as bundles of universals on this theory).   And, in 

order to guarantee this, he needs to distinguish the “spatial location universals” from all 

the other universals.  And this, I submit, requires the introduction of an unanalyzable 

predicate, which leads to the same problems as before.  Thus, even O’Leary-Hawthorne’s 

theory isn’t any more viable than the realist’s.
128

 

 There is one final way that I can see of trying to use absolute spatial location to 

individuate two bundles of the same universals.  Instead of the single unanalyzable 

predicate ‘Compresent(x, y)’, the universalist might use a number of distinct 

unanalyzable predicates such as ‘Compresent-at-a(x, y)’, ‘Compresent-at-b(x, y)’, etc.  

Each of these predicates specifies that its relata are compresent at a unique spatial 

location.  Thus, the theory for MB would include: 

Compresent-at-a(blue, sphere) Compresent-at-b(blue, sphere) 

Once again, these sentences seem sufficient to account for there being two distinct blue 

spheres.  However, it should be obvious that a new explanatorily basic qualitative 
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 Ignore, for the sake of simplicity, issues such as color incompatibility. 
128

 Rob Koons has pointed out to me a further problem for O’Leary-Hawthorne’s version of 

universalism: his version of the theory is incompatible with the existence of two indiscernible yet distinct 

objects as opposed to one bi-located object.  This might be construed as a failure of generality on the part of 

O’Leary-Hawthorne’s version of the theory. 
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ontological commitment is generated for each new predicate of this sort that is employed 

in a theory.
129

  So, the theory for MB has two such commitments, which makes it just as 

ontologically profligate as the realist’s theory.  However, if there are more than two 

unique spatial locations in the actual world (as seems likely), then this version of 

universalism would seem to have a huge number of explanatorily basic qualitative 

ontological commitments (even more, it seems, than the ostrich nominalist), which would 

make it far less viable a theory than the realist’s is. 

 There are, undoubtedly, other versions of universalism that might be adopted in 

an attempt to solve the problem of distinct indiscernibles.  However, I can’t see how it 

can be solved while maintaining a universalist framework.  The reason is this.  The 

universalist’s appeal to the numerical identity of a universal belonging to two different 

bundles in accounting for naturally-occurring similarities avoids the commitments that 

the trope theorist incurs by appealing to a primitive relation of exact similarity.  But, this 

appeal to identity is precisely what forces the universalist to have to admit that there 

cannot be distinct indiscernibles.  If she appeals only to the primitive relation of 

compresence in constructing her theory, she will have no way of specifying in her theory 

what it is for there to be distinct “instances” of the same bundle of compresent universals, 

for these instances will be accounted for by the same sentence.  So, unless she introduces 

some other ideological primitive in order to distinguish these instances, her theory simply 

can’t accommodate the possibility of distinct indiscernibles.  And, as I’ve argued, any 

                                                 
129

 The version of universalism according to which compresence is reified might actually fare better 

from the standpoint of qualitative ontological parsimony than this version.  The reason for this is that she 

can treat each unique compresence relation as a numerically distinct entity, thus avoiding the massive 

expansion of qualitative ontological commitments that the theory currently being discussed is saddled with.  

For example, the sentences from above would, for the universalist who reifies compresence, be regimented 

as something like: ‘Stands(blue, sphere, compresence-at-a)’ and ‘Stands(blue, sphere, compresence-at-b)’, 

respectively.  While this theory is still no more ontologically parsimonious than realism (since it has two 

explanatorily basic qualitative ontological commitments), it seems far preferable than the version of 

universalism that introduces a new unanalyzable predicate for each distinct compresence relation. 
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additional ideological primitive that she introduces will generate unwanted qualitative 

ontological commitments, ultimately making her theory more like a version of realism 

than a thoroughgoing universalism.  At the very least, these unwanted commitments 

render the universalist’s theory no more viable than realism is, undermining its purported 

advantage. 

 

The Problem of “Imperfect Communities of Compresence” 

As I pointed out above (in footnote 112), it seems to be a Moorean fact about the 

“relation” of compresence that if any collection of objects is collectively compresent, 

then any two objects in that collection are compresent with each other.  Recall that, just 

as with resemblance and ‘Resembles(x,…,y)’, this feature of compresence requires the 

universalist to treat ‘Compresent(x,…,y)’ either (i) as a variably polyadic predicate each 

adicity of which greater than two is logically equivalent to a conjunction (or a series of 

conjunctions) involving ‘Compresent(x, y)’, or else (ii) as the unanalyzable dyadic 

predicate ‘Compresent(x, y)’, which is used to paraphrase (and thus eliminate) sentences 

involving ‘Compresent(x,…,y)’ of an adicity greater than two. 

 Now, consider a world in which there is a blue paper sphere, a red candy sphere, a 

blue candy cube, and a red paper cube.  Supposing, for the sake of simplicity, that the 

universalist in question chooses option (ii) from the previous paragraph, her regimented 

theory for this world will contain the following four sentences:
130

 

 

                                                 
130

 If, instead, she chooses option (i), the ultimate point still remains the same.  The only difference is 

that her regimented theory will, instead of including four conjunctions of dyadic predications, include four 

triadic predications of the form ‘Compresent(blue, paper, sphere)’.  But, of course, the universalist must 

treat this triadic predication as logically equivalent to ‘Compresent(blue, paper) & Compresent(paper, 

sphere) & Compresent(blue, sphere)’, which is, of course, one of the sentences included in the regimented 

theory of the universalist who chooses option (ii). 
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Compresent(blue, paper) & Compresent(paper, sphere) & 

Compresent(blue, sphere) 

 

Compresent(red, candy) & Compresent(candy, sphere) & 

Compresent(red, sphere) 

 

Compresent(blue, candy) & Compresent(candy, cube) & 

Compresent(blue, cube) 

 

Compresent(red, paper) & Compresent(paper, cube) & 

Compresent(red, cube) 

 

The first sentence accounts for the existence of the blue paper sphere, the second 

accounts for the existence of the red candy sphere, etc.  Notice, though, that these 

sentences collectively entail the following sentence: 

Compresent(blue, paper) & Compresent(paper, sphere) & 

Compresent(blue, sphere) & Compresent(red, candy) & 

Compresent(candy, sphere) & Compresent(red, sphere) Compresent(blue, 

candy) & Compresent(candy, cube) & Compresent(blue, cube) & 

Compresent(red, paper) & Compresent(paper, cube) &Compresent(red, 

cube) 

This sentence is (depending on the theory) either logically equivalent to or serves as a 

paraphrase of: 

Compresent(blue, paper, sphere, candy, red, cube) 

Just as ‘Compresent(blue, paper) & Compresent(paper, sphere) & Compresent(blue, 

sphere)’
131

 is supposed to account for the fact that there is a blue paper sphere, it seems 

that the sentence given above should account for the fact that there is something that is 

simultaneously blue, paper, spherical, candy, red, and cubical, which is obviously absurd.  

But, if that sentence doesn’t account for the fact that there is such a thing, it’s unclear 

                                                 
131

 Or, for short, ‘Compresent(blue, paper, sphere)’. 
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why any other sentence involving the predicate ‘Compresent(x, y)’ should account for the 

fact that there is something of such-and-such kind. 

 It should be clear that this is just an analogue of the imperfect community 

difficulty faced by the resemblance nominalist (see §2.5.2).  The universalist thus needs a 

principled way of distinguishing what we might call “perfect communities of 

compresence” from “imperfect communities of compresence”.  Her best option, it seems, 

would be to opt for Rodriguez-Pereyra’s solution to the imperfect community difficulty 

and appeal to the notion of “hereditary pairs”, ultimately claiming that a perfect 

community of compresence is a “class” of individuals any two of which are compresent 

with each other and any two hereditary pairs of which are compresent with each other.  

I’ve already presented my objections to such a maneuver, so I won’t spend time 

rehashing them here: anyone who was not convinced by them as they apply to 

resemblance nominalism likely won’t be convinced here either.  However, it is worth 

pointing out that using this maneuver to solve the problem of imperfect communities of 

compresence seems intuitively more problematic than it does when used to solve the 

problem of imperfect communities (of resemblance).  The reason for this is that it isn’t 

obvious in what sense pairs of things (and pairs of pairs of things, etc.) can be 

compresent if pairs are construed as classes.  It’s one thing to say that certain universals 

are compresent; it seems to be quite another thing to say that certain classes are 

compresent, for, pace Lewis [1986:  83], classes don’t seem to be the sorts of things that 

can be present anywhere.  This may be a reason for thinking that Rodriguez-Pereyra’s 

resemblance nominalist solution to the imperfect community difficulty is problematic as 

well, for it is based on an equally odd notion of resemblances between pairs of things 

(and pairs of pairs of things, etc.).  This obviously isn’t a knock-down argument, but it is, 

at the very least, the sort of oddity that is worth pointing out. 



248 

 

 Still, even if a Rodriguez-Pereyra-style solution to the problem of imperfect 

communities of compresence is acceptable, it seems clear that the universalist’s problems 

with accommodating distinct indiscernibles render any version of her theory at least as 

qualitatively ontologically profligate as the realist’s theory.  Furthermore, there seems to 

be no reason to prefer any version of the universalist’s theory over the realist’s from the 

either the standpoint of quantitative ontological parsimony or the standpoint of syntactic 

simplicity.  The upshot is that there seems to be no reason to think that any version of 

universalism is more viable than realism is. 
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Chapter 3: The Problem of Instantiation 

 

The arguments of chapter 2 are aimed at showing that there is good reason to think that 

realism is a more viable theory than any of its competitors.  However, there is an oft-cited 

problem supposedly faced by realist theories that must be dispensed with if the case for 

realism’s superior comparative viability is to be a strong one.  This traditional “thorn in 

the side” for realist theories is what I shall call the problem of instantiation.  The problem 

of instantiation, as I see it, isn’t actually a single problem, but rather a cluster of problems 

concerning the realist’s ability to explain the instantiation of a universal by a particular.  

Perhaps the most famous of these problems is tied up with Bradley’s celebrated regress 

argument (see Bradley [1897: 17-8]).  But, this isn’t the only problem facing one who 

seeks an analysis of instantiation; indeed, I am claiming that the “problem” of 

instantiation is actually a cluster of problems precisely because there are realists who 

attempt to avoid Bradley’s regress only to be faced with other, distinct problems.  Part of 

the purpose of this chapter is to untangle the web of problems that I am collectively 

calling “the problem of instantiation”.  In doing so, I shall also enumerate the standard 

(and some not-so-standard) realist responses to them, as well as the standard objections to 

these responses.  I’ll also consider these positions and objections within the framework of 

theory comparison that I’ve established in this dissertation.  Ultimately, I will argue that 

the “Quinean” version of realism that I have been developing affords the realist a 

straightforward way of avoiding – if not solving – the problem of instantiation. 
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3.1 The Problem
1
 

Suppose the ordinary language proposition ‘a is F’ is true.  Traditional realists, as I’ve 

already indicated throughout the two preceding chapters, hold that this proposition is true 

in virtue of (or made true by) a’s instantiating F, where a is a particular and F is a 

universal.
2
  The obvious question here is: What is it for a to instantiate F?  Or, to put the 

question differently: Is there an analysis available of a’s instantiating F? 

In order to answer either of these questions, it seems that one needs to explain the 

difference between (i) the case in which a and F both exist and a instantiates F, and (ii) 

the case in which a and F both exist but a does not instantiate F.  Realists have 

traditionally adopted some variation of either of the two
3
 following explanations for this 

difference: 

(1) In case (i), a “relation” of instantiation holds between a and F; it 

doesn’t in case (ii). 

 

(2) In case (i), a “state of affairs” (call it p)
4
 exists; it doesn’t in case 

(ii). 

 

3.1.1 The “Relation” of Instantiation 

Option 1 from above is ambiguous as stated – this is the reason I have placed ‘relation’ in 

scare quotes.  To see why it is ambiguous, consider the following question: What is the 

analysis of this relation’s holding between a and F?  Or, to put it another way, what is the 

                                                 
1
 In general, my treatment of the problem here is an expansion of my discussion of it in Mantegani 

[2011]. 
2
 Sometimes it is put as a’s exemplifying F – here, I’ll be treating ‘instantiation’ and ‘exemplification’ 

as meaning the same thing. 
3
 These two explanations are not mutually exclusive: Armstrong [1997: 118-9], for example, seems to 

endorse both 1 and 2, but takes 2 to explain 1. 
4
 I’ve labeled the state of affairs p rather than the more traditional Fa in order to highlight what exactly 

is at issue when one introduces a state of affairs in order to analyze instantiation.  I take this up just ahead 

in §3.1.2. 
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difference between (i*) the case in which a and F both exist and a relation of instantiation 

holds between a and F, and (ii*) the case in which a and F both exist and no such relation 

holds?  There are two traditional answers to this question, indicating that ‘relation’ is 

used ambiguously in 1: 

(1a) The relation holds in virtue of the existence of an additional entity 

that connects/relates a and F. 

(1b) There is no analysis of this relation’s holding – it simply holds. 

 

In the remainder of this section, I consider these two versions of 1 (as well as a third) in 

turn. 

 

1a: Reifying Instantiation 

1a is consistent with the conception of relations as universals – that is, as being reified in 

the same way that “monadic” properties are
5
 – and with instantiation being one of these 

relations.  It is also consistent with the reification of instantiation as something 

purportedly different in kind from relations/universals – a “non-relational tie”
6
, perhaps 

(although, as I indicated in §2.6.1, I want to reserve the phrase ‘non-relational tie’ to 

apply in cases in which a “relation” is not reified in any way).  The prima facie trouble 

with treating instantiation in this way is that it gives rise to Bradley’s regress:
7
 if one is 

required to posit an entity other than a and F in order to analyze their being related in 

some way (here, by instantiation), it is unclear why a further entity isn’t needed to 

                                                 
5
 See, e.g., Russell [1911: 107]. 

6
 See, e.g., Strawson [1959: 167-79] 

7
 What follows isn’t, strictly speaking, exactly how Bradley’s argument is put, since his worry is about 

the relationship between two terms (on the one hand) and the relation that supposedly relates them (on the 

other) rather than the relationship that holds between the three of them.  Still, both of these worries are 

essentially the same: if the unification of two distinct entities is problematic, how is the addition of a third 

distinct entity supposed to be less problematic? 
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analyze the relationship that holds between a, F, and the initial entity, and so on ad 

infinitum. 

Some realists
8
 have defended 1a against this problem by insisting that it is simply 

the business of relations to relate – in other words, they are just the sorts of things that 

block the aforementioned regress.  In response to this sort of maneuver, Bradley says: 

If I remember right, Prof. Stout some years ago stated the problem as 

essentially attaching to the fact of “relatedness”.  What is the difference 

between a relation which relates in fact and one which does not so relate? 

[1911: 79] 

Bradley’s point seems to be that simply claiming that it is the business of relations to 

relate still doesn’t afford any explanation of the difference between the case in which a 

relation exists and relates two (or more) terms, and the case in which that relation exists 

and doesn’t relate them.  In other words, it must be something more than the mere 

existence of these entities in virtue of which they form a “complex unity”, and it is 

unclear what this extra something must be.  Furthermore, if Bradley’s retort is 

compelling, then it would seem to undermine any attempt to treat instantiation as some 

additional entity, be it as a relation, a “tie”, a “non-relational tie”, a “nexus”, or whatever 

else one might wish to call it. 

 While I think that Bradley’s point is one worth taking seriously, I don’t think that 

it ultimately forces this sort of realist theory to face a vicious regress – or any regress at 

all, for that matter.  At worst, this version of realism seems to be subject to the charge of 

ontological profligacy.  To see this, though, one first needs to consider option 1b. 

 

 

 

                                                 
8
 See, e.g., Russell [1910: 74]. 
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1b: Instantiation as a “Primitive” 

The apparent force of Bradley’s regress has led some realists to dispense with the attempt 

to reify instantiation and ultimately endorse the claim that the relationship between a 

universal and the particular that instantiates it is primitive and unanalyzable.  Some have 

been led to invoke metaphors
9
 in an attempt to shed some light on this relationship: Frege 

[1952a: 139-40], for example, speaks of an object’s “saturating” an “unsaturated” 

concept/function;
10

 Wittgenstein [1961: 8] speaks of objects “[fitting] into one another 

like the links in a chain.”
11

  Some might even take the notion of a non-relational tie 

mentioned in the previous section to fit better with this conception of instantiation.  As 

Hochberg [2003: 69] notes, this sort of maneuver would, for Bradley, “merely be a 

metaphorical attempt to dodge the problem and its being so is revealed by giving the 

attribute [i.e. universal] a two-fold role to play ‘in’ the fact.”  Hochberg’s point is, I think, 

directly related to the quotation from Bradley that I introduced above: the universal 

accounts for the qualitative nature of the object that instantiates it, but the “relatedness” 

of the universal and particular seems to require a different “ground”.  But, whatever this 

“ground” is, it can’t be a new, distinct entity, for it would also have to be “related” to the 

others.  Once again, I think that this problem is worth taking seriously, but, like 

Hochberg, I don’t think that it is ultimately an insurmountable one. 

                                                 
9
 Frege [1952b: 193] admits that the terms ‘complete’ and ‘unsaturated’ “are of course only figures of 

speech; but all that I wish or am able to do here is to give hints.”  Bergmann [1960a: 50-1] later points to 

the “ineffability” of exemplification (which is his word for what I am here calling ‘instantiation’). 
10

 Frege, in invoking the notion of saturation, is not responding directly to Bradley, but the worry to 

which he is responding is very similar to Bradley’s – so much so, that the notion of “saturation” is picked 

up by later realists, such as Armstrong [1997: 127], in response to Bradleyan worries.  For a discussion of 

these similarities in Frege and Bradley, see Hochberg [2003: 61-70]. 
11

 It isn’t clear that Wittgenstein has a distinction like that between universals and particulars in mind; 

some have taken him to be speaking about objects that are all of the same “kind”.  His primary concern, 

however, does seem to be the “relatedness” of objects in a “state of affairs” (der Sachverhalt), so the 

metaphor can, I think, legitimately be taken to be applicable to the issue currently being discussed. 



254 

 

Still, I think that it is not unnatural to conclude that, far from being analyses of the 

holding of instantiation between a universal and a particular, the foregoing sorts of claims 

are, at base, attempts to make more palatable the claim that there is in fact no analysis of 

instantiation available.  After all, to analyze ‘a is F’ in terms of ‘a saturates F’ (or, better, 

‘Saturates(a, F)’)
12

 is no better from a Quinean standpoint than to analyze it in terms of ‘a 

instantiates F’ (or, better, ‘Instantiates(a, F)’).
13

  Even if the aforementioned philosophers 

would be (rightly or wrongly) hesitant to accept such a characterization of their 

respective claims, I shall for the purposes of this dissertation take them to implicitly 

accept this way of treating instantiation.  Such a position is the one I have labeled 1b.  

Strictly speaking, proponents of such a position are committed to the claim that there is a 

primitive, unanalyzable difference between case (i*) and case (ii*), and, consequently, 

the ultimate difference between case (i) and case (ii) must also be primitive and 

unanalyzable. 

This sort of explanation of instantiation has typically been met with the response 

that it amounts to ontological extravagance without explanatory gain (see, e.g., Devitt 

[1980] and Lewis [1983: 352-4]).  The objection, which should be familiar from §2.1, is 

that the realist analyzes the monadic predication ‘a is F’ in terms of a dyadic predication, 

‘a instantiates F(-ness)’, which she in turn takes to be unanalyzable.  It would be 

                                                 
12

 Given Frege’s [1979: 173] talk of an object’s “falling under” a concept, one might even think that 

‘Falls(a, F)’ would be the proper way for a Fregean to regiment this sentence.  This, recall, is the concept 

nominalist’s way of regimenting monadic predications.  I don’t mean to suggest that Frege is a concept 

nominalist, but it wouldn’t be of much consequence to my basic point if he were.  The point is that, from a 

proper Quinean standpoint, the difference between theories that employ a single explanatorily basic 

asymmetrical (or perhaps non-symmetrical) dyadic predicate in analyzing ordinary language monadic 

predications is a relatively trivial one.  I provided arguments in chapter 2 for the claim that there are 

reasons to consider realism to be a more viable theory than predicate, concept, and class nominalism 

despite the fact that they all have this basic structure. 
13

 Frege would obviously want to regiment this sentence as ‘F(a)’.  But, given the Quinean framework 

within which I’m working, if Frege is to be considered a realist (or, more precisely, if the Fregean notion of 

saturation is to be adopted by a realist), then this regimentation is improper since it would require second-

order quantification in order to generate a commitment to universals.   
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preferable, according to this objection, to dispense with the additional ontology (the 

universal F(-ness)) and leave the original predication unanalyzed, for such an account 

would be just as explanatorily powerful as the realist’s. 

But, as I argued in chapter 2, this objection is, from a proper Quinean perspective, 

groundless: any version of realism that takes ‘Instantiates(x, y)’ as its sole
14

 explanatorily 

basic predicate is at least as ontologically parsimonious as any of the theories proposed as 

alternatives to it.  Furthermore, one does not need to rely on metaphors like those used by 

Frege and Wittgenstein in order to make more palatable the realist’s apparent inability to 

analyze instantiation.  For this inability (or, perhaps better, this refusal) isn’t merely 

apparent, but it also isn’t to be seen as being a flaw of the realist’s theory.  To put the 

point simply, every theory has its primitives – the realist theory that treats instantiation as 

primitive just happens to be no less viable (or, as I’ve hopefully given reason to think, 

even more viable) than any of the other theories offered in response to the problem of 

universals.  Furthermore, the realist’s theory ultimately analyzes a number of disparate 

monadic predications in terms of a single dyadic one.  Contra Devitt and Lewis, this is an 

explanatory gain precisely because it yields an increase in qualitative ontological 

parsimony over those theories that would leave these disparate monadic predications 

unanalyzed. 

I mentioned earlier that a discussion of 1b would help to clarify why the objection 

to 1a based on Bradley’s regress shouldn’t be thought of as being damning (as it often is).  

To begin, consider how a proponent of 1b would regiment the ordinary language 

sentence ‘a is blue’: ‘Instantiates(a, blue)’.  The Bradley regress would crop up here if 

the dyadic predicate ‘Instantiates(x, y)’ were itself accessible to quantification – once 

again, Bradley’s worry, fundamentally, seems to be about what it is that accounts for the 

“relatedness” of a multiplicity.  For Bradley, simply adding a new, distinct entity can’t 

                                                 
14

 I’m ignoring, obviously, predicates such as that expressing identity (or numerical distinctness). 
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account for this relatedness because it itself has to be related to the multiplicity.  But, for 

the realist of the 1b sort working within a Quinean framework, this predicate isn’t 

accessible to quantification – “instantiation” simply isn’t a new, distinct entity.  To put 

the point in yet another way, the “relatedness” of the multiplicity is taken by this sort of 

realist to be unanalyzable.  Thus, the regress can’t get off the ground. 

How would a proponent of 1a regiment ‘a is blue’ within a Quinean framework?  

However she regiments this sentence, it needs to have three places accessible to first-

order quantification since she posits the particular a, the universal blue, and the relation 

(or non-relational tie, or whatever one wishes to call it) instantiation.  Here’s a 

suggestion: ‘Stands(a, blue, instantiation)’.  Take this to express the fact that particular a 

and universal blue stand in the relation instantiation.  Such a sentence entails the 

following existential sentence: ‘xyz Stands(x, y, z)’.  This sentence would appear to 

generate ontological commitments to things of three different kinds (roughly: things that 

stand in z to y, things to which x stands in z, and things in which x stands to y) given the 

importance of order in the predication.  So, this sort of realism would seem to be more 

ontologically profligate than the sort of realism associated with 1b.  This would appear to 

be the primary reason that one should prefer a version of realism that takes instantiation 

as primitive. 

Nevertheless, it is worth asking whether, in addition to commitments to things of 

three distinct kinds, this more ontologically profligate version of realism generates a 

regress of explanation.  Once again, if the predicate in the regimented sentence were itself 

accessible to quantification, one could see how such a regress could be generated.  But, as 

was the case with the theory associated with 1b, the predicate in this sentence isn’t 

accessible to quantification.  The “relatedness” of the entities that constitute the “complex 

unity” is thus taken to be unanalyzable, so the regress can’t get off the ground.  It isn’t 
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Bradley’s regress that shows this version of realism to be lacking – it is the greater 

ontological parsimony of another version of realism that does so. 

 

1c: Instantiation as Partial Identity
15

 

There is a third version of 1 that I have so far ignored: 

(1c) The relation of instantiation holds in virtue of a’s being partially 

identical with F 

Such a position has been endorsed in recent years by Baxter [2001] and, following him, 

Armstrong [2004a; 2004b; 2005a; 2005b; 2006].
16

  I’ve argued elsewhere (Mantegani 

[2011]) from a non-Quinean perspective that this version of realism is no more successful 

in dealing with the problem of instantiation than other versions of realism – my basic 

point was that if all other versions of realism are unacceptable due to their inability to 

solve (or at least avoid) the problem of instantiation, then this one is as well.  I’ve just 

argued, however, that there is at least one version of realism (i.e. 1b) that seems to offer a 

                                                 
15

 This section draws heavily on Mantegani [2011]. 
16

 Armstrong [2010: 32-3] seems to have recently abandoned this position and adopted in its place a 

new one according to which the “fundamental tie” appears to be something like a rejection of “bare” 

particulars and an acceptance of what he has called elsewhere [1989: 75] a “Principle of Instantiation” for 

universals.  (He puts the point in terms of there being a sort of necessary connection between universals and 

particulars – not between a specific universal and a specific particular, but between them generally.  This 

talk of “necessary connection” is indeed reminiscent of his version(s) of the “instantiation as partial 

identity” theory, but he nevertheless seems to have abandoned the apparatus of that theory.)  This 

suggestion, as Armstrong makes it, doesn’t seem to me to quite get to the heart of the matter, but it does 

seem to have a certain kinship with the sort of Quinean realism that I’m developing here, particularly given 

that, as I shall discuss in §4.1, I am also inclined to endorse a sort of “Principle of Instantiation” for 

universals.  Furthermore, because the employment of the asymmetrical dyadic predicate ‘Instantiates(x, y)’ 

generates explanatorily basic commitments to things that instantiate things and things that are instantiated 

by things (which might consequently be considered to be in some sense mutually dependent on each other), 

one might be able to see how Armstrong’s view that the “relation” of instantiation is somehow to be 

accounted for by a sort of categorial mutual dependence between universals and particulars is in a certain 

sense similar to the sort of Quinean realism that I’m developing here.  Some of the potential differences 

between the two views (particularly with regard to the universal-particular distinction and, relatedly, the 

possibility of bare particulars) will become clearer in §4.1. 
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viable way of avoiding the problem, so one might think that 1c might be worth 

reconsidering as an alternative, viable version of realism.  In what follows, I’ll argue that 

most of the versions of 1c are less viable than the version of realism that treats 

instantiation as basic; there are perhaps some ways of developing versions of 1c 

(including those endorsed by Baxter and Armstrong) such that they appear to be as viable 

as the aforementioned version of realism (at least from the standpoint of qualitative 

ontological parsimony), but these versions of 1c seem to be unnecessarily complicated in 

a way that the aforementioned version of realism isn’t. 

 The natural way to understand “partial identity”, I think, is as “the sharing of a 

part (short of numerical identity)”.  On this way of understanding “partial identity”, a 

particular would instantiate a universal in virtue of a part of that particular being 

numerically identical with a part of that universal.  Take the example of the sentence ‘a is 

blue’.  A realist paraphrases this as ‘a instantiates blue’; a realist of the sort that 

understands instantiation in the way currently being discussed would, it seems, ultimately 

regiment this sentence as something like:
17

 

x [Part(x, a) & Part(x, blue)] 

Obviously, this sentence entails the following unanalyzable existential sentence: 

xy Part(x, y) 

Just as was the case with the version of class nominalism that takes ‘Part(x, y)’ to be an 

explanatorily basic predicate (see §2.4.1), this theory seems to be committed to things of 

two distinct kinds, and is consequently, from a proper Quinean perspective, no more 

viable than any other version of “realism” from the perspective of ontological parsimony.  

                                                 
17

 An alternative regimentation might be: ‘xy ([Part(x, a) & Part(y, blue)] & x=y)’.  There is not a 

substantive difference between this regimentation and the one given above from the perspective of one who 

understands partial identity as the sharing of a proper part, proper parts being numerically distinct from the 

wholes of which they are parts. 
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Furthermore, this sort of theory faces problems that a theory like 1b does not.  For one 

thing, the asymmetry of predication doesn’t seem to be preserved on this theory: ‘a 

instantiates blue’ and ‘blue instantiates a’ (and thus ‘a is blue’ and ‘blue is a’) seem to be 

logically equivalent according to this theory.  For another thing, there’s nothing to 

prevent particulars from sharing a part – and thus instantiating each other – on this 

version of the theory.  Neither of these consequences is acceptable – indeed, it seems that 

both are failures of the theory to meet what would appear to be a required standard of 

conservatism. 

As I argue in Mantegani [2011: 12-7], there are various ways of gerrymandering 

the theory in order to avoid these consequences.  One might, for example, try to preserve 

the asymmetry of predication (and thus the universal-particular distinction) by asserting 

that universals are things with certain (kinds of) parts, whereas particulars are things with 

other (kinds of) parts.  The latter two parenthetical qualifications in the previous sentence 

should indicate what is wrong with this way of gerrymandering the theory: in order to 

preserve the asymmetry of predication, one needs to draw distinctions between different 

kinds of parts, and this just seems to require the positing of new explanatorily basic kinds 

in addition to the two explanatorily basic kinds (things that are parts of things and things 

of which things are parts) already posited.  One could try to rid the theory of these latter 

kinds by dispensing with the predicate ‘Part(x, y)’ and adopting something like a 

principle of unrestricted composition for the remaining “parts” of “universals” and 

“particulars”, but this would result in problems analogous to the version of class 

nominalism that opts for such a maneuver: in particular, there would be no way of ruling 

out certain unwanted “composites”, such as those composed of both of the 

aforementioned kinds of parts.  This would seem to make such an object both universal 

and particular, which is clearly an unwanted consequence (see Mantegani [2011: 15] for 

further discussion). 
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Some of the other ways of gerrymandering the theory are perhaps better than the 

aforementioned ones, but none of them end up being any more viable than realism.  One 

might, for example, either make universals the “parts” and particulars the “wholes”, or 

vice versa.  If either of these options simply requires taking the dyadic predicate ‘Part(x, 

y)’ to be unanalyzable, then all one has done is replaced the realist’s predicate 

‘Instantiates(x, y)’ with this predicate – neither of these theories seems to be different 

from realism from an ontological standpoint since they all seem to have two explanatorily 

basic qualitative commitments. 

One might argue, however, that commitments to parts and wholes are 

indispensable in the same way that the class nominalist might argue that commitments to 

classes and members thereof are indispensable.
18

  If such an argument is successful, it 

might seem that the version of realism that treats a particular as a whole of which 

universals are parts (or vice versa) has fewer explanatorily basic qualitative commitments 

than the version that employs ‘Instantiates(x, y)’ (since the latter must also employ 

‘Part(x, y)’ given the indispensability of parts and wholes). 

There are problems for either version of this view, however.  If particulars are 

treated as complexes of which universals are parts, then it seems that this theory entails 

certain unwanted – if not outright absurd – consequences.  To see why, it should first be 

pointed out that the predicate ‘Part(x, y)’ must, for the theorist in question, be construed 

as transitive.  The reason for this is that any appeal to the indispensability of 

commitments to parts and wholes will, it seems, be based on the need to account for facts 

involving the part-whole relation, which is, in any standard mereological system,
19

 

transitive.  Now, suppose that there is an object, a, which instantiates a universal, u – that 

is, the sentence ‘Part(u, a)’ is included in the theory in question.  Suppose further that a is 

                                                 
18

 I owe this point to Rob Koons. 
19

 See, e.g., Simons [1987: 10] and Lewis [1991: 74]. 
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itself a part of some other object, b – that is, the sentence ‘Part(u, b)’ is also included in 

the theory.  These two sentences coupled with the transitivity of ‘Part(x, y)’ entail that the 

theory includes a third sentence: ‘Part(u, b)’.  Now, since a universal’s being a part of 

something on this view accounts for that thing’s instantiating that universal, it seems that 

it should follow from this that b also instantiates u.  But this need not be the case.  If, for 

example, a is an electron, b is an atom (of which a is a part), and u is a universal 

corresponding to the mass of a, it seems clear that b should not be construed as 

instantiating u since its mass is not the same as the mass of a.  But this is precisely what 

would follow on the theory in question.  In general, then, it seems that using parthood to 

account for instantiation leaves the resulting theory with a problematic lack of 

conservatism. 

The version of the view according to which universals are treated as complexes of 

which particulars are parts faces similar difficulties.  On such a view, the instantiation of 

a universal by a particular is accounted for by that particular’s being a part of that 

universal.  But, this “relation” of parthood is the same that holds between a and b from 

the example above.  So, which universal is instantiated by a in virtue of being a part of b?  

In other words, it is unclear how a universal is to be distinguished from a normal complex 

entity on this view.  One way of doing so would be to introduce a primitive monadic 

predicate that applies only to composites that are universals, such as ‘Universal(x)’.  The 

employment of this predicate would appear to generate only one additional explanatorily 

basic qualitative ontological commitment and so would still allow the theory in question 

to be more ontologically parsimonious than the version of realism that employs 

‘Instantiates(x, y)’. 

But, this theory still allows for absurdities.  For one thing, the inability to 

distinguish between coextensive properties that both the class nominalist and the 

resemblance nominalist face seems to confront this version of realism as well.  Suppose, 
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for example, that there are two lowest determinate properties, p1 and p2, that are 

coextensive.  In accounting for an object, a, having property p1, the proponent of this 

theory would include in her theory a sentence such as ‘Part(a, u1)’, where ‘u1’ stands for 

the universal the instantiation of which grounds an object’s having p1.  Likewise, in 

accounting for a’s having property p2, the proponent of this theory would include in her 

theory a sentence such as ‘Part(a, u2)’, where ‘u2’ stands for the universal the 

instantiation of which grounds an object’s having p2.  But, of course, if all and only 

things that have p1 have p2, then it seems that u1 is identical to u2 since they have all and 

only the same parts.
20

  This means that the regimentations of ‘a has p1’ and ‘a has p2’ in 

the theory in question turn out to be logically equivalent.  But, this is clearly an unwanted 

consequence (and seems to constitute a problematic lack of conservatism) since the ‘a 

has p1’ and ‘a has p2’ are not logically equivalent (given that p1 and p2 are different 

properties). 

Furthermore, suppose, for example, that there are three objects, a, b, and c, which 

are all and only the parts of a fourth object, d.  In accounting for this, the theory in 

question will obviously include sentences like ‘Part(a, d)’, ‘Part(b, d)’, and ‘Part(c, d)’.  

Now, suppose further that a, b, and c are all and only the objects that have lowest 

determinate property p.  On the theory in question, that a, b, and c all have the same 

property is accounted for by in terms of each of them being a part of the same universal.  

Thus, the theory in question would include sentences like ‘Part(a, u)’, ‘Part(b, u)’, 

‘Part(c, u)’, and ‘Universal(u)’ in accounting for this.  But, again, given uniqueness of 

composition (see footnote 20 in the preceding paragraph), all of the foregoing entails that 

                                                 
20

 This is, of course, unless the theory in question rejects uniqueness of composition (i.e. the claim that 

a group of things cannot “compose” more than one thing – or, put differently, that any two things are 

identical just in case they have all the same parts).  But, the acceptance of a principle of uniqueness of 

composition seems to be central to any standard system of mereology (see, e.g., Simons [1987: 11] and 

Lewis [1991: 74], and so should be a background assumption for anyone who takes commitments to parts 

and wholes to be indispensable. 
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u and d are identical.  This in itself isn’t necessarily absurd; what does appear to be 

absurd, however, is that d is a universal, since it is just supposed to be some ordinary 

object of which a, b, and c are parts.  That it is a universal seems to be entailed by this 

theory, though. 

The realist could obviously follow Rodriguez-Pereyra’s lead and attempt to solve 

the two aforementioned problems by appealing to modal realism: such an appeal would 

seem to rule out the scenarios in which such problems would crop up.  I’ve already given 

reasons (see §2.4.2 and §2.5.2) to think that such a maneuver would expand the 

explanatorily basic qualitative ontological commitments of the theory in question and 

thus render it less viable than it initially appears.  But, even if I’m wrong about this, there 

is a more fundamental problem with treating universals as these sorts of “sums” of 

particulars: such a theory gets the order of explanation incorrect.  According to the theory 

in question, ‘a has property p’ is to be paraphrased as ‘Part(a, u)’, where ‘u’ stands for a 

universal (i.e. a “whole” with particulars as “parts”) that corresponds to property p.  As I 

argued in §2.4, it should be clear that analyzing something’s having a property in terms 

of its being a part of some aggregate does not preserve the correct order of explanation.  

A thing does not have mass n or charge n in virtue of being part of some whole.  But this 

is precisely what is required by the theory in question.  For this reason, I take it to be 

obvious that this version of realism is less viable than the one I’ve been defending. 

Thus, in general, I think the appeal to the indispensability of parthood fails to be 

helpful.  If ‘Part(x, y)’ is not the basic predicate utilized in analyzing instantiation in 

terms of partial identity, however, then it remains to be seen what is.  For the option in 

which the universals are “parts” of the particular, there is always a predicate like 

‘Compresence(x,…, y)’ that can be appealed  to, but this, of course, just ends up being 

universalism, which I’ve already argued is less viable than realism is.  If something 

similar is appealed to for the option in which the particulars are “parts” of a universal, the 
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result is something like the version of class nominalism I discussed in §2.4.3, which I’ve 

also already argued isn’t as viable as realism is.  (Again, see Mantegani [2011: 12-7] for 

more detailed discussion.) 

Hopefully one can see that treating either universals or particulars (or both) as 

“complexes” (insofar as they have “parts” or “constituents”) in order to establish the 

partial identity of a universal and a particular is hopeless if the point is to produce a 

theory that is more viable than the version of realism that treats instantiation as primitive.  

However, both Baxter and Armstrong (at least, he seems to) attempt to establish the 

partial identity of a universal and a particular while treating them both as “simple” – i.e. 

as not having “parts” that are (numerically) distinct from the whole.  Neither of these 

versions of the theory of instantiation as partial identity, however, is more viable than the 

aforementioned version of realism, or so I shall now argue. 

 Baxter’s theory is extremely complicated and, in many ways, horrendously 

unclear.  I spend a good portion of Mantegani [2011] trying to make sense of it; I think 

that it would take this discussion too far afield to treat the theory in as much detail as I do 

there, so I’ll try to be brief in pointing out what is wrong with it. 

The theory is centered on the claim that there are aspects of universals and 

particulars.  Baxter analyzes instantiation as, roughly, the identity of an aspect of a 

universal with an aspect of a particular.  This “aspectual identity” is what he calls “partial 

identity”.  Thus, he claims to have analyzed instantiation as partial identity.  The obvious 

question to ask here is: What is an aspect?  Baxter ultimately characterizes aspects in 

terms of a “count distinction”.  The basic idea is this.  Since universals and particular are 

simple, they don’t have parts that are numerically distinct from them.  What they do have, 

according to Baxter, are aspects.  The aspects of a universal/particular are both 

numerically identical with each other and with the universal/particular of which they are 

aspects.  So, one might ask, how, then, can aspects be distinct?  Baxter’s answer is that 
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they can be distinguished insofar as a universal can be counted as a single thing in one 

count, but many things in another count.  The former count is the count according to 

which all and only universals are individuated (call it, following Underwood [2010: 267-

8], the u-count); the latter count is the count according to which all and only particulars 

are individuated (call it the p-count).  The same sort of reasoning applies to particulars 

and their aspects. 

But, one might ask, what is it that allows for a universal to be counted in many 

ways on the particular count?  In other words, counting it in this way must have some sort 

of objective ground (otherwise this would seem to be some version of nominalism): the 

count must be “strict and philosophical”, to use Baxter’s own terminology [2001: 455].  

Baxter’s answer to this question, as best I can tell, is that a universal can be (objectively) 

counted in as many ways as it has aspects.  Likewise for particulars.  This is circular, 

though.  The whole point in distinguishing counts was to provide grounds for 

distinguishing aspects.  But, aspects are required in order to ground the equal 

“objectivity” of the counts – that is, in order to ground the basic distinction between the 

counts.  So, it seems that Baxter’s theory is fatally flawed. 

 Indeed, it seems that the mere mention of a count distinction should raise red flags 

for a Quinean.  To distinguish between ways of counting things simply seems to be, from 

a Quinean perspective, to covertly introduce two distinct identity and/or distinctness 

predicates into a theory.  (If this isn’t what one is doing by distinguishing ways of 

counting, then it seems that each way of counting just is a new theory – in which case, it 

would seem necessary to choose only one.)  Counting a and b, for example, as 

numerically one on one count but as numerically two on another seems tantamount to 

including both ‘a=ub’ and ‘a≠pb’ in one’s theory, where the former sentence expresses the 

fact that a and b are identical relative to one way of counting (i.e. the u-count) and latter 

sentence expresses the fact that they are distinct relative to a different way of counting 
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(i.e. the p-count).  As I point out in Mantegani [2011: 11-2], Baxter could potentially 

avoid the aforementioned “fatal flaw” by presenting his theory as follows.  First, 

introduce two distinct “relations”: u-identity and p-distinctness (symbolized as above).  

Second, assert that any two things that stand in the relation of p-distinctness are 

numerically distinct.  Third, assert that a particular instantiates a universal in virtue of 

standing in the relation of u-identity to it.  Of course, it should be clear that this is just a 

way of renaming standard numerical distinctness as “p-distinctness” and instantiation as 

“u-identity”.  It might be objected that this theory is more viable than one that employs an 

asymmetrical predicate like ‘Instantiates(x, y)’, since presumably the predicate expressing 

u-identity is symmetrical and thus generates one fewer qualitative ontological 

commitment than does ‘Instantiates(x, y)’.  The obvious response to this is that if the 

predicate expressing u-identity isn’t asymmetrical, then it cannot preserve the asymmetry 

of predication and thus will inevitably face the problems I discussed prior to introducing 

Baxter’s theory.  Ultimately then, the best-case-scenario for this version of Baxter’s 

theory is that it is just a needlessly obscure variation of the version of realism that treats 

‘Instantiates(x, y)’ as unanalyzable. 

 Given all of the problems with Baxter’s theory, it is no wonder that Armstrong 

dispenses with Baxter’s count distinction and, for the most part, with his talk of aspects in 

trying to set out his own way of analyzing instantiation as partial identity.  He actually 

sets out two slightly different versions of the view, but they are both subject to the same 

complaint (as is a third version that he doesn’t consider) – in what follows, I’ll set out the 

complaint as it applies to the earliest version of his view.  His basic idea seems to be that 

universals and particulars are simple entities whose “natures” can “intersect” or 

“overlap”, and that this is what their partial identity consists in.  Thus, he seems to hold 

that things can be partially identical without sharing a part or constituent, since the 

“natures” in question are neither parts nor constituents of the things of which they are 
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natures.  He fills in the idea by endorsing the necessity of instantiation: any universals 

that a particular instantiates are necessarily instantiated by it; likewise, any particulars 

that instantiate a universal necessarily instantiate it.
21

  The partial identity of a universal 

and a particular is supposed to be somehow tied up with this necessity: if a instantiates F, 

it is because a is by its very nature F, and F is by its very nature instantiated by a. 

 As I [2011: 17] point out, the basic problem with this is that it is 

counterproductive to the realist’s project.  Realists, at base, seek to analyze property 

ascriptions in terms of the instantiation of a universal by a particular; ostrich nominalists 

seek to account for property ascriptions by simply regimenting them directly into the 

theory.  For the realist to account for the instantiation of a universal by a particular by 

simply asserting that that particular is by its very nature the sort of thing that has the 

property corresponding to that universal (and mutatis mutandis for the universal) is 

basically just to reiterate the property ascription in the fashion of the ostrich.  If it is a fact 

that a is F, and if I want to analyze this fact in terms of the instantiation of universal F by 

the particular a, to insist that a is the sort of thing that is by its very nature F (or is the sort 

of thing that by its very nature instantiates F) is to account for a’s instantiating F by 

appealing to the fact that a’s instantiating F is itself supposed to account for.  In other 

words, Armstrong seems to be paraphrasing ‘a is F’ as ‘a instantiates F’, and then, in 

turn, paraphrasing this as ‘a is F’.  This is just to adopt the ostrich’s maneuver, which, as 

I’ve argued, results in a less viable theory than any standard version of realism (or, at the 

very least, it’s empirically likely that it does so).  Even if the proper understanding of 

Armstrong’s analysis of a’s instantiating F is in terms of a being by its nature the sort of 

thing that instantiates F (rather than just the sort of thing that is F), it seems that this just 

                                                 
21

 This latter claim is the one that he abandons in his later version of the view; the third version of the 

view that I mention above might instead abandon the former claim.  Compare Armstrong [2004a: 140-3; 

2004b: 46-8; 2005a: 317] (i.e. the earlier version) with Armstrong [2005b: 274; 2006: 242-3] (i.e. the later 

version).  See also Mantegani [2011: 14-8] for further discussion. 



268 

 

amounts to reiterating ‘a instantiates F’ rather than paraphrasing it.  This would seem to 

render Armstrong’s theory as viable as the version of realism that treats ‘Instantiates(x, 

y)’ as unanalyzable, but then I don’t see the point of his introducing the notion of partial 

identity in the first place.  In any case, his theory is at best no better than any other 

version of realism, and my suspicion is that the proper way to understand it is as 

ultimately devolving into a theory that resembles ostrich nominalism more than realism.  

Ultimately, then, I see no reason to prefer either Armstrong’s or Baxter’s needlessly 

obscure versions of realism over one that simply and straightforwardly regiments a 

sentence like ‘a is F’ as ‘Instantiates(a, f)’.  This is not to say that there isn’t a version of 

realism that treats instantiation as partial identity and is just as viable as the sort of 

realism as I prefer; my point, instead, is that if this is the ultimate end of treating 

instantiation as partial identity, it would seem much easier to just adopt the sort of realism 

I’ve been defending in this dissertation and thereby avoid the unnecessary complications 

that come with this other way of dealing with instantiation. 

 

3.1.2 Instantiation and States of Affairs 

Recall option 2 from the beginning of this chapter: 

(2) In case (i), a “state of affairs” (call it p) exists; it doesn’t in case 

(ii). 

A realist who chooses this option is met with the following question: What is the analysis 

of the relationship that holds between a, F, and p?  Or, to put it another way, what is the 

difference between (i) the case in which a, F, and p all exist, and (ii) the case in which a 

and F exist but p doesn’t? 

One traditional way of responding to these questions is along the following lines: 
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(2a) In case (i′), a relation holds between a and F in virtue of which 

they “compose” p; in case (ii′) this relation doesn’t hold, and so p 

doesn’t exist. 

 

It should be obvious, though, that this response faces the following question: Is there an 

analysis of the aforementioned relation’s holding between a and F?  And, it seems that 

any analysis that is offered will be along the lines of 1a, 1b, or 1c.  I’ve argued that 1b is 

superior to the other options, so in answering this question, the proponent of 2a would, it 

seems, be best suited to employ ‘Instantiates(x, y)’ as an unanalyzable predicate in her 

theory.  However, she must also, it seems, employ another dyadic predicate in order to 

account for the relation in which a (or F) stands to p – something like ‘Constituent(x, y)’ 

would seem appropriate.  Of course, this would expand the qualitative commitments of 

the theory by two (i.e. by adding commitments to things that are constituents of things 

and to things of which things are constituents), making this appeal to states of affairs by a 

realist theory superfluous.  Thus, it seems that there is nothing to recommend 2a from the 

standpoint of ontological parsimony. 

Instead of taking on all four of these explanatorily basic commitments, one might 

make one of the two following claims: (I) deny that in case (i′) any relation holds 

between a and F in composing p, but that each stands in the relation of constituency (or 

composition) to p; or, (II) analyze (i.e. paraphrase) ‘a instantiates F’ as something like ‘a 

is a constituent of p, and F is a constituent of p’, thus eliminating the predicate 

‘Instantiates(x, y)’ from the theory in favor of something like ‘Constituent(x, y)’.  These 

claims amount to basically the same thing, namely: 

(2b) In case (i′), a, F, and p all exist, and a and F each are constituents 

of p; in case (ii′), p doesn’t exist, so neither a nor F are constituents 

of it. 

So, if the proponent of 2b were to regiment ‘a is F’, it might look something like: 
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 Constituent(a, p) & Constituent(f, p) 

This, of course, entails ‘xy Constituent(x, y)’, as would, it seems, any other 

regimentation of a monadic predication.  This means that the resulting theory has two 

explanatorily basic qualitative commitments, putting it on a par with 1b from the 

standpoint of ontological parsimony. 

 But, this is too quick.  Regimenting the theory in this way doesn’t preserve the 

asymmetry of predication, and so this version of 2b would face the problems with the 

first version of 1c that I discussed above.  There is a way out, however: one could adopt 

the sort of framework anticipated by Russell in 1913 (see Russell [1984]), discussed in 

general terms by Sprigge [1970: 87-8], and explicitly set out in different ways by 

Hochberg [2001: 124-32, 383] and Hossack [2007: 32-99].
22

  The basic idea is that the 

structure of a state of affairs can be preserved by holding that its constituents stand to it in 

certain “formal” relations.  To put this in terms of the framework within which I’m 

working, one can introduce dyadic predicates such as ‘P(x, y)’ and ‘U(x, y)’, which 

represent, respectively, x’s being the particular in y and x’s being the universal in y.
23

  

So, supposing that ‘a is F’ is ultimately to be analyzed in terms of there being a state of 

affairs, p, with a as the particular-constituent and F as the universal-constituent, a 

regimentation of ‘a is F’ would look something like: 

P(a, p) & U(f, p) 

This, of course, entails two distinct existential sentences: 

 xy P(x, y)  xy U(x, y) 

                                                 
22

 See also Mulligan and Correia [2008] for a brief discussion of this view (in which I found the 

Sprigge reference). 
23

 I’m here following Hochberg’s basic pattern; Hossack’s requires some changes, but, again, the basic 

point is the same. 
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Furthermore, it seems that these two sentences generate commitments to things of four 

distinct explanatorily basic kinds.  What is more, I’ve glossed over another important 

feature included in the versions of this theory mentioned above – namely, that one must 

include a third “formal relation” to specify the internal (or logical) structure of the state 

of affairs in question.  The idea is that the state of affairs must have the right sort of 

structure in order to be able to stand in the aforementioned “formal” relations.  If this is 

the case, then it seems that the theory must incur even more explanatorily basic 

commitments.  So, from the standpoint of ontological parsimony, it seems that this theory 

is not to be preferred to 1b.
24

   

 

 

 

                                                 
24

 It is worth noting, though, that if the demand for truthmakers is factored into either the criteria for 

theoretical adequacy or the criteria for greater explanatory power, there might be something to be said in 

favor of this sort of theory.  If, for example, it is thought that the demand for truthmakers is a demand for 

quantification over those things that are sufficient to ground the truth of all of the sentences of some chosen 

class, one might think that this version of realism, insofar as it quantifies over states of affairs (which, for 

many realists, are thought to be the best candidates to serve as the truthmakers for sentences), fares better 

than some of the other versions I’ve discussed.  For my part, I’m not sure that it is obvious that this sort of 

theory does in fact fare better than the others.  The reason to think that it does, it seems, is that the other 

versions of realism quantify over particulars and universals (or, perhaps better, things that instantiate and 

things that are instantiated – see §4.1 for more discussion) only, but the mere existence of a particular and a 

universal isn’t sufficient to ground the truth of a sentence, the truth of which requires a particular to 

instantiate a universal.  The Russell-Sprigge-Hochberg-Hossack variation of realism allows for 

quantification over states of affairs (which presumably consist of a particular instantiating a universal), and 

thus allows for quantification over something the existence of which is sufficient to ground the truth of a 

sentence.  However, it seems that the problem might simply be “pushed back” a level on this variation of 

realism, since there doesn’t appear to be any thing the existence of which is sufficient to ground the 

relationship between, e.g., a particular and a state of affairs of which it is a constituent.  One might, 

however, claim that the mere existence of the particular and the state of affairs is enough to ground this 

relationship (or, more precisely, the truth of a sentence expressing this relationship) – in this way, one 

might appeal to an “internal” relation holding between the particular and the state of affairs.  I don’t intend 

to discuss the details or merits of such a view here since the demand for truthmakers is something with 

which I am not concerned in this dissertation; my intent here is simply to provide some indication as to why 

there might be a preference for such a view and as to how it might be developed. 
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3.2 Generalizing the “Solution” 

Realists are not the only theorists that face variations of the problem of instantiation.  As 

I mentioned in §2.6, trope theorists are faced with the Bradley regress as it applies to their 

“relation” of compresence.  The same goes for universalists.  Indeed, any theorist who 

attempts to construct a “complex unity” out of simple (or, at the very least, simpler) 

entities will have to eventually face some version of the Bradley regress. 

 But, as I’ve pointed out in this chapter, what is required, from a Quinean 

perspective, for the Bradley regress to get off the ground is the reification of whatever 

“relation” is supposed to “relate” various entities into a complex unity.  For the realist, 

the “relation” that presents the trouble is instantiation; for the trope theorist and the 

universalist, it is compresence.  But, just as the realist can avoid the Bradley difficulty by 

simply refusing to reify instantiation and regimenting a sentence like ‘x instantiates y’ as 

‘Instantiates(x, y)’, so the trope theorist and universalist can regiment a sentence like ‘x is 

compresent with y’ as ‘Compresent(x, y)’.  In general, this maneuver simply requires (i) 

the refusal to reify the “relation” in question, and (ii) the refusal to reify the complex 

unity.  This latter requirement is perhaps problematic if it is a Moorean fact that the 

complex unity exists, but it seems at least open to any of these theorists to hold that they 

are ultimately offering an analysis of the claim that such a unity exists, which is different 

from denying that it does. 

 This is not to say that the trope theorist or the universalist (or any other non-realist 

that faces this problem) isn’t ultimately subject to the charge of ontological extravagance 

without explanatory gain
25

 that is leveled (unsuccessfully, as I’ve argued) against the 

realist.  My point is that the Bradley regress itself can be easily avoided; thus, no theory 

                                                 
25

 Actually, the prepositional phrase ‘without explanatory gain’ can, it seems, be dropped here given 

that the notion of explanatory power with which I’ve been operating is directly related to a theory’s 

ontological parsimony (given the assumption of adequacy). 
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that employs the aforementioned maneuver faces the accusation of generating a vicious 

regress of explanation.  And, again, this isn’t because the regress isn’t vicious – it is 

because, from a proper Quinean perspective, there simply isn’t any regress given the 

theorist’s refusal to reify the “relation” in question.
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Chapter 4: Toward a Quinean Realism 

 

In the preceding chapters, I’ve defended realism as the most viable of the theories 

adopted in the face of the problem of universals.  The sort of realism that I’ve defended, 

however, seems, at least prima facie, to be different from traditional versions of realism.  

For example, I’ve argued that the sort of realism I prefer has two explanatorily basic 

qualitative ontological commitments: to things that instantiate things and to things that 

are instantiated by things.  But, traditional versions of realism are characterized as having 

fundamental commitments to universals and particulars.  As I noted in §2.1.1, this might 

leave open the question of whether the sort of realism that I am defending here, which I 

shall call a “Quinean” realism, must ultimately incur four explanatorily basic qualitative 

ontological commitments (i.e. to things of all four of the aforementioned kinds) rather 

than two.  In the first section of this chapter, I shall argue that the realist does not need to 

incur commitments to universals and particulars in addition to her commitments to 

things that instantiate things and things that are instantiated by things.  In doing so, I 

shall explain how the sort of Quinean realism I prefer is to be reconciled with the 

traditional conception of the realist’s position. 

 The question of how “relational” facts might be accounted for within the 

framework I’ve been developing also remains.  I discuss this in detail in §4.2 and argue 

that realism is no worse off from the standpoint of ontological parsimony than any of its 

competitors in virtue of having to account for these sorts of facts. 

 

4.1 The Universal-Particular Distinction 

Traditional realists claim that the two fundamental kinds of things are universals and 

particulars.  Thus, from a Quinean standpoint, it seems natural to think that a 
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regimentation of a traditional realist theory should include ‘x Universal(x)’ and ‘x 

Particular(x)’ as basic existential sentences.
1
  But, the sort of realist theory that I’ve been 

developing doesn’t appear to include either of these sentences: its sole
2
 basic existential 

sentence is ‘Instantiates(x, y)’.  So, one might wonder, first of all, in what sense the 

theory I’ve been developing is a version of realism at all. 

 My initial response to this worry is to simply say that if an explicit (or “official”, 

to reintroduce a notion from chapter 1) commitment to both universals and particulars is 

required in order for a theory to be a version of realism, then the theory I’ve been 

developing is not a version of realism.  Furthermore, I would argue that this means that 

“realism” isn’t the most viable of the theories adopted in the face of the problem of 

universals – the theory I’ve been developing is. 

But, this response is misguided.  The reason is that the antecedent of the 

conditional embedded in the first sentence of the preceding paragraph is misguided.  It 

seems to me that what makes a theory a version of realism isn’t the fact that it has 

explicit commitments to universals and particulars – it is the fact that it accounts for a 

naturally-occurring similarity among distinct things in terms of some numerically one 

thing that is “common” to those things.  This means that a realist theory is one according 

to which there are (i) fundamentally distinct things to which certain things are common 

and (ii) the things that are common to those distinct things.  This is why, as I discussed in 

chapter 2, predicate and concept nominalism are theories so structurally similar to realism 

that there ends up being no real difference between them from the standpoint of 

ontological parsimony or syntactic simplicity.  It is also why universalism isn’t a version 

                                                 
1
 It seems that, at the very least, it should include at least one of these existential claims – the 

proponent of such a theory might, after all, seek to paraphrase ‘Particular(x)’ as ‘¬Universal(x)’.  I shall 

discuss this sort of maneuver just ahead. 
2
 Again, I am ignoring existential sentences involving a predicate that expresses numerical identity (or 

distinctness). 
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of realism (as I use the term): universalism doesn’t meet condition (i).  The traditional 

distinction between universals and particulars is drawn precisely to set off those things 

that are “common” in the aforementioned way from the things to which they are 

common.  But, as I shall argue ahead, a theory doesn’t need to include the sentences ‘x 

Universal(x)’ and ‘x Particular(x)’ in order to draw such a distinction (which I will, for 

simplicity, treat as a distinction between universals and particulars, even though, as I just 

noted, drawing it doesn’t require explicit commitments to universals and particulars).  

Indeed, the sentences ‘x Universal(x)’ and ‘x Particular(x)’ aren’t by themselves 

sufficient to draw the required distinction with in a theory.  This is why I said that the 

antecedent of the conditional in the first sentence of the preceding paragraph is misguided 

and that, consequently, my preferred theory is a version of realism. 

 But, there are still reasons to question the ability of a theory that includes only 

‘Instantiates(x, y)’ as its primary unanalyzable predicate to draw the required distinction 

between universals and particulars.  One such reason is that the distinction between 

universals and particulars is, for many traditional realists, much “stricter” than the 

distinction between things that instantiate things (call them, for the sake of simplicity, 

instantiators) and things that are instantiated by things (call them instantiateds) seems to 

be.  In other words, for traditional realists, if something is a universal then it is not a 

particular, and vice versa.
3
  Indeed, this would seem to be the sort of claim that a realist 

                                                 
3
 MacBride [2005], taking up the banner of Ramsey [1925], argues that the realist’s insistence on what 

I’ve been calling a “strict” distinction between universals and particulars does not rest on “compelling 

grounds”.  Most relevant to my discussion are his arguments against basing the universal-particular 

distinction in the asymmetrical “tie” of exemplification (i.e. what I’ve been calling “instantiation”).  His 

primary arguments are, roughly, aimed at (i) showing there to be an indeterminacy with regard to which of 

the terms of the instantiation “relation” is instantiated and which instantiates (thus calling into question 

which of the two terms is universal and which is particular), (ii) calling into question the asymmetry of the 

instantiation “relation”, and (iii) calling into question the reasons for adopting what he calls a “Principle of 

Foundation”, which is a principle according to which there are some things that are not instantiated by 

anything.  The first thing to point out is that even if MacBride is correct about there being an absence of 

compelling grounds for drawing the universal-particular distinction, this doesn’t necessarily affect the basic 
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theory should not violate on pain of being saddled with a troubling lack of conservatism.  

Suppose, for example, that both a and b are red.  A traditional realist might analyze this 

in terms of particulars a and b both instantiating the same universal, red.  But, allowing 

for a and b to be universals as well would appear to lead to absurd consequences.  What 

property would something have in virtue of instantiating a (or b)?  Perhaps one might 

point to the property of being-a (or being-b).  But, then, what kind of thing has this 

property?  Likewise, allowing for red to be a particular would seem to be 

counterproductive to the realist’s ends.  After all, if universals are just supposed to be 

those things that can be “common” to distinct things and particulars are just supposed to 

be the things to which they are common (and, crucially, are not themselves common to 

distinct things), then allowing for red to be both universal and particular would seem to 

lead to the absurd consequence that it is both “common” and not-“common”.  There 

doesn’t seem to be anything in the version of realism that I’ve been developing that 

prevents an instantiator from being an instantiated, and vice versa – this is what I meant 

by saying that the traditional realist distinction between universals and particulars is 

“stricter” than the distinction between instantiators and instantiateds seems to be.  There 

are, of course, the formal features of ‘Instantiates(x, y)’, such as its asymmetry and 

                                                                                                                                                 
position that I am defending in this dissertation, which, of course, is that the most viable theory of the 

world has explanatorily basic commitments to things that instantiate things and to things that are 

instantiated by things.  However, since a theory’s commitments to these two kinds of things is based on its 

acceptance of an asymmetrical instantiation “relation” (i.e. predicate), it seems that I need to address his 

calling into question the need for such a “relation”.  His position seems to be ultimately based on the claim 

that there isn’t any obvious reason to think that “facts necessarily exhibit an asymmetric relational 

structure” [2005: 599].  But, it seems to me that I’ve given such a reason: every theory I’ve considered that 

doesn’t involve “an asymmetrical relational structure” (i.e. that doesn’t involve a primitive, asymmetrical 

predicate) has been shown to be less viable than the version of realism that I’m defending.  Indeed, the sort 

of symmetrical “exemplification” relation that MacBride considers seems to be basically the same as the 

“relation” of compresence I considered in connection with universalism, although the sort of theory he’s 

considering would be one in which ‘a is F’ is paraphrased as something like ‘Compresent(a, f)’.  I’ve 

already argued that my version of realism is more viable than any such theory; the onus thus seems to be on 

my opponent to show that there is good reason to think that “facts” don’t “exhibit an asymmetrical 

relational structure.” 
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irreflexivity, to consider in this context.  (As I’ve already discussed, these features would 

presumably be established by the inclusion of additional basic principles in the Quinean 

realist’s theory.)  However, these formal features of the predicate, even coupled with its 

non-transitivity (the establishment of which, as I’ve discussed, would not seem to require 

any additional basic principles), are still not enough to guarantee that no instantiator is 

also an instantiated, and vice versa.  Thus, any theory according to which the universal-

particular distinction is to be drawn solely in terms of the distinction between 

instantiateds and instantiators seems to involve a potentially devastating lack of 

conservatism. 

 There seems to be one obvious way of avoiding this problem.  Consider how a 

traditional version of realism might make it explicit that anything that is a universal is not 

a particular, and vice versa.  It seems that the inclusion in her theory of a basic principle 

of the following sort is needed in order to perform this function: 

x [Universal(x) → ¬Particular(x)] 

This principle would seem to be sufficient to perform the needed function.
4
  And, it 

seems that a similar maneuver is available to the proponent of the sort of Quinean realism 

I’ve been developing – she might include in her theory, for example: 

x [y Instantiates(x, y) → ¬z Instantiates(z, x)] 

This principle guarantees that no instantiator is an instantiated (and vice versa).
5
  Given 

this, the Quinean realist might seek to paraphrase sentences like ‘x is a particular’ as ‘y 

Instantiates(x, y)’ and sentences like ‘x is a universal’ as ‘y Instantiates(y, x)’, thus 

                                                 
4
 Of course, if each thing in the realist’s theory’s ontology is meant to be either a universal or a 

particular, then one would need to include the additional principle ‘x [¬Universal(x) → Particular(x)]’. 
5
 Once again, if each thing in the realist’s theory’s ontology is meant to be either an instantiator or an 

instantiated, then one would need to include the additional principle ‘x [y Instantiates(y, x) → ¬z 

Instantiates(x, z)]’.  See footnote 4 above. 
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analyzing the traditional realist’s commitments to universals and particulars in terms of 

her own commitments to instantiateds and instantiators, respectively. 

There are a few potential problems with this.  For one thing, by paraphrasing 

sentences like ‘x is a particular’ as ‘y Instantiates(x, y)’, this version of realism seems 

incompatible with the possibility of a particular that doesn’t instantiate anything.  The 

traditional notion of a “bare” particular – i.e. a particular without any properties – is 

relevant here, as the aforementioned theory is incompatible with the existence of any 

particulars that happen not to instantiate any universals (and thus are bare in the sense of 

lacking all properties).  One might call such particulars absolutely bare particulars since, 

unlike some traditional conceptions of “bare particulars” according to which such 

particulars do not have any intrinsic properties but may nevertheless stand in an external 

“relation” of instantiation to universals, these “absolutely bare particulars” don’t even 

instantiate any universals.  While the incompatibility of the version of realism in question 

with the existence of absolutely bare particulars might seem to constitute a potentially 

damaging lack of conservatism, I think that many philosophers in the realist tradition 

would view it as a welcome consequence.
6
  Indeed, Armstrong’s [1993: 109, 123-6] 

treatment of the notion of a “bare” (or, in his words, “thin”) particular as being an 

“abstraction” from all of a thing’s non-relational properties seems to fit quite nicely with 

this sort theory, since (at least part of) his ultimate point is that there simply aren’t any 

absolutely bare particulars – every particular instantiates at least one universal. 

                                                 
6
 There is a not-insubstantial amount of literature on the issue of bare particulars – Sider [2006: 387, 

footnote1] offers a list of some representative discussions (although it really only scratches the surface).  

Many of those who seek to defend the notion of a bare particular do so against charges of (among other 

things) incoherence (see, e.g., Moreland and Pickavance [2003] and the aforementioned Sider paper) or the 

violation of an empiricist principle of acquaintance (see, e.g., Bergmann [1960b] and Allaire [1963]).  This 

indicates that, at the very least, there is some prima facie preference for avoiding bare particulars 

altogether.  I don’t intend to consider the arguments for or against bare particulars here – it is enough to 

note that their existence is, at the very least, a contentious issue. 
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However, there do seem to be ways of making the possibility of absolutely bare 

particulars more plausible.  For example, one might adopt a sort of substantivalist view of 

space-time according to which space-time regions (or points, or however one fills in the 

view) are what I’ve been calling “particulars”.
7
  On such a view it might be more 

understandable why one might wish to allow for the possibility of an “empty” region 

(point, etc.) of space-time – and thus for the possibility of an absolutely “bare” particular. 

Such a theory would seem to be incompatible with the version of Quinean realism I’m 

currently considering since it posits particulars that aren’t instantiators.  Sider [2006: 395, 

footnote 17] points to the most reasonable way of rectifying this situation: instead of 

paraphrasing ‘x is a particular’ as ‘y Instantiates(x, y)’, one should paraphrase it as ‘¬y 

Instantiates(y, x)’.  In other words, a particular is to be characterized as something that 

isn’t instantiated by anything rather than as something that instantiates something else.  

This paraphrase, unlike the aforementioned one, preserves the possibility of there being 

absolutely bare particulars, which would seem to help the Quinean realist avoid a 

potentially damaging lack of conservatism in her theory. 

Even if the possibility of absolutely bare particulars isn’t something that needs to 

be preserved, there is another reason to think that the version of realism being considered 

is problematic: the possibility of universals instantiating other universals.
8
  For example, 

since both red and blue are colors, one might think that this needs to be accounted for in a 

theory.  One suggestion would be to posit a universal, color, which is instantiated by both 

red and blue.  Thus, in accounting for the fact that red and blue are colors, the theory 

might include the following sentences: 

                                                 
7
 This is roughly the sort of view that Sider [2006: 393] considers. 

8
 It is worth noting that a sparse theory of properties might not face this sort of worry since it seems 

plausible to think that such a theory might hold that the “fundamental” properties belong only to particulars 

(and thus that only particulars instantiate universals).  I discuss sparse theories of properties in detail just 

ahead. 
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Instantiates(red, color) Instantiates(blue, color) 

This sort of theory obviously needs to allow for the possibility of a universal being both 

an instantiator and an instantiated, but this both is inconsistent with the inclusion of the 

basic principle ‘x [y Instantiates(x, y) → ¬z Instantiates(z, x)]’ and entails absurd 

consequences given the paraphrasing of sentences like ‘x is a particular’ as ‘y 

Instantiates(x, y)’ (i.e. it entails that certain universals are particulars, which is absurd). 

 As before, the realist can opt to paraphrase sentences like ‘x is a particular’ as 

‘¬y Instantiates(y, x)’ in order to avoid the absurd consequences just mentioned.  

However, this maneuver will not remove the inconsistency of the theory with the basic 

principle ‘x [y Instantiates(x, y) → ¬z Instantiates(z, x)]’.  The obvious way to 

remove this inconsistency is to dispense with this principle altogether.  Indeed, this is a 

viable option because the work being done by the principle – i.e. preserving a “strict” 

distinction between universals and particulars – is now being done by the realist’s way of 

paraphrasing sentences like ‘Particular(x)’ and ‘Universal(x)’.  Since the former is 

paraphrased as ‘¬y Instantiates(y, x)’ and the latter is (still) paraphrased as ‘y 

Instantiates(y, x)’, the resulting theory is incompatible with the claim that something is 

both a particular and a universal.  Thus, the universal-particular distinction can still be 

based in the “relation” of instantiation: particulars just are things that aren’t instantiated 

by things, whereas universals just are things that are instantiated by things.   

 However, this theory still faces an issue that might be thought of as a companion 

to the possibility of absolutely bare particulars: the possibility of absolutely 

uninstantiated universals.  By ‘absolutely uninstantiated’ I mean “never instantiated 

anywhere.”
9
  The version of realism under consideration appears to be inconsistent with 

                                                 
9
 It is no objection to claim that this theory results in the seeming absurdity that any time a particular 

comes to instantiate a previously uninstantiated universal it somehow “causes” something new to come into 

existence.  The reason for this is that a universal, insofar as it is instantiated by at least one thing at any 
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the possibility of such universals since what it is to be a universal just is to be instantiated 

by something.  Thus, on this theory, anything that isn’t instantiated is a particular, not a 

universal. 

For traditional realists that prefer an “immanent” or “Aristotelian” sort of realism 

to a “transcendent” or “Platonic” sort, this should be a welcome consequence.  For 

example, Armstrong [1989: 75-82; 1997: 38-43; 2010: 15-6], who is perhaps the most 

prominent proponent of “immanent” realism, endorses what he calls a “Principle of 

Instantiation”, which is just a principle that says that there are no absolutely 

uninstantiated universals.  It seems to me that a principle of this sort fits best with the sort 

of “sparse” theory of universals that I first mentioned in §1.4.3.  Sparse theories of 

universals are directly related to sparse theories of properties.  According to a sparse 

theory of properties (which is discussed by Lewis [1986: 50-69] and endorsed by 

Armstrong [1989: 84-8; 1997: 111] and Rodriguez-Pereyra [2002: 50-2], among others) 

there is a distinction to be drawn between sparse (or natural
10

) properties and abundant 

properties.  Lewis characterizes sparse properties as follows: 

Sharing of them makes for qualitative similarity, they carve at the joints, 

they are intrinsic, they are highly specific, the sets of their instances are 

ipso facto not entirely miscellaneous, there are only just enough of them to 

characterise things completely and without redundancy [1986: 60] 

For a realist who endorses a sparse theory of universals, the universals that there are will 

correspond to the sparse properties – thus, the instantiation of a universal will be what 

grounds the “possession” of a sparse property.  In other words, on a sparse theory of 

universals, there isn’t just a universal for every property that can be specified – for 

                                                                                                                                                 
time, is said to exist (and so isn’t non-existent when it is momentarily uninstantiated).  This obviously 

requires, at minimum, existence claims to be interpreted with respect to the world viewed sub specie 

aeternitatis (to use the old Spinozan locution), but I don’t see an obvious reason why this should be a 

problem for the realist. 
10

 See Lewis [1983: 13]. 
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example, even though I might be able to specify what it is for something to have the 

property of being F or G, it doesn’t follow that there is a universal that corresponds to or 

grounds the ascription of this property.  Ultimately, Armstrong endorses what he calls an 

“a posteriori realism” according to which “[t]he best guide to just what universals there 

are is total science” [1989: 87].  This is the sort of view that I had in mind when I 

specified in §1.4.3 that ‘naturally-occurring similarity’ is to be understood as meaning 

something like “shared lowest determinate property”.  It is my position that the naturally-

occurring similarities that need to be accounted for are those that are to be analyzed in 

terms of the sharing of lowest determinate sparse properties.  What these are is to be 

determined by total science – hence my reluctance to give any characterization of what 

they might be in §1.4.3.  It should be clear, then, that I my preference is for an a 

posteriori, sparse theory of universals of the sort that Armstrong endorses.  And, this 

means that I should be inclined to view the incompatibility of realism with the possibility 

of absolutely uninstantiated universals as being unproblematic.
11

 

 Still, if there are good reasons for thinking that there might be absolutely 

uninstantiated universals, then my prejudice against them needs to be reconsidered.  

There are two classical arguments for them, both of which are considered by Armstrong 

[1989: 78-9], and neither of which is very compelling.  The first is an argument based on 

the semantics for general terms, which runs (very roughly) along the following lines.  In 

order to be meaningfully used, general terms must have meanings.  These meanings are 

universals.  But, there are general terms that can be meaningfully used yet do not apply to 

anything.  So, there must be uninstantiated universals.  In §1.3.1, I offered a Quinean 

                                                 
11

 Indeed, I am in good company in this regard.  Armstrong [1989: 75; 2010: 15-22], for example, 

endorses what he calls a “Principle of Instantiation” (as I pointed out in footnote 16 from chapter 3), which 

is a principle guaranteeing that any existing universal is instantiated/exemplified by some particular. 

Bergmann [1967b: 43, 88] also endorses such a principle (which he calls a “Principle of Exemplification”), 

although his endorsement doesn’t have anything to do with a posteriori realism or a sparse theory of 

universals. 
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response to the premise that universals must be the meanings of general terms, which 

should suffice to dispense with this argument.  The second argument is based on the 

purported need for “standards”, such as the Just or the Good or the Straight (i.e. Plato’s 

Forms), since supposedly nothing in nature is perfectly just or good or straight.  These 

“standards” are supposedly uninstantiated because nothing “completely” instantiates 

them.  This is obviously a very rough-and-ready characterization of the argument, but this 

is because I don’t find it particularly interesting or compelling.  Furthermore, I don’t see 

any reason to think that it applies to the sorts of properties with which I’m concerned 

here.  In light of this, I’m inclined to simply dismiss it and move on to a more pressing 

objection. 

 As I see it, the most compelling reason to endorse the existence of uninstantiated 

universals is the appeal to properties that could possibly be instantiated but are not.
12

  For 

example, it seems possible that there is some fundamental, sparse property that is not in 

fact had by anything at any point in time in the actual world.  But, surely this doesn’t 

mean that there is no such property – it simply means that it isn’t “instantiated”.  And, if 

to every sparse property there corresponds a universal, then this means that there is an 

uninstantiated universal.  This is what Lewis [1986: 159-65] would call an “alien” 

property; given his modal realism, he is in a position to claim that the property is 

instantiated in some possible world.  Of course, if a realist were to adopt this position, 

then she’d be in a position to claim that the universal corresponding to this property isn’t 

absolutely uninstantiated – after all, it is instantiated by something in the pluriverse.  But, 

for a realist who isn’t also a modal realist, no such claim is available.  Thus, she seems to 

face a problem. 

I, like Armstrong, don’t really see the force of the argument, though.  If a property 

isn’t “instantiated” at any point by anything in the actual world, then I see no reason to 

                                                 
12

 This sort of argument is also considered by Armstrong [1989: 80-1; 2010: 15] 
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think that there is such a property.
13

  And, if there is no reason to think that there is such a 

property, then there is no reason to think that there is an absolutely uninstantiated 

universal.  If there were such a property, then the realist would obviously need to make a 

place for the corresponding universal in her theory.  Lewis wants to take this claim a step 

further: he thinks that one needs to make a place in one’s theory for the mere possibility 

of there being such a property.  As I see it, there are two ways for the realist (about 

universals) to do this.  One is to say that the universal that corresponds to the property 

exists but is not instantiated in the actual world.  For a realist (about universals) who 

rejects modal realism, this is tantamount to saying that there is an absolutely 

uninstantiated universal.  This is the only maneuver that Lewis would find acceptable for 

a non-modal-realist because he thinks that in order to be adequate a theory needs to 

explicitly account for specific facts about possibility.  But, this is not a requirement for 

adequacy as I’ve characterized it, so I’m not convinced that this should be considered the 

only maneuver open to the non-modal-realist. 

However, as I’ve indicated, I think that a theory, in order to be properly 

conservative (or, depending on how one looks at the matter, properly general) must be 

consistent with the aforementioned sorts of possibilities, although it need not explicitly 

                                                 
13

 Mark Sainsbury has pointed out to me that, for example, if “has mass n” (where n stands for a real 

number) expresses a range of properties, there would seem to be some inclination to think (i) that each of 

these properties would be of the “sparse” sort countenanced by Lewis, Rodriguez-Pereyra, et al., and (ii) 

that either each of these properties corresponds to a universal or none does.  Clearly, some of these would 

be uninstantiated, so it seems that there should be some inclination to think that a sparse-property-theorist 

will have to take the issue of uninstantiated universals a bit more seriously than I am.  My response is to 

reject (ii) from above.  One can describe with a definite description the universal that would correspond to 

one of these “uninstantiated” properties if they were in fact instantiated, but that doesn’t require that such a 

universal exists.  In other words, if such a property is “instantiated”, it is because there is a universal that 

corresponds to it that is instantiated by a particular; if such a property is absolutely “uninstantiated”, it is 

because there is no universal that corresponds to it (and thus no universal that is instantiated anywhere).  

This doesn’t mean that the “uninstantiated” properties cannot be described or that the universals that would 

correspond to them (if they were “instantiated”) couldn’t possibly exist – it just means that those universals 

don’t exist (since nothing has any of the masses that correspond to them).  If the goal is to account for facts 

about the way the world is, then there doesn’t seem to be anything objectionable about this. 
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account for them.  In this vein, it seems to me that the realist can make a place in her 

theory for the mere possibility of there being a property of the aforementioned sort by 

simply adopting a theoretical framework that is consistent with the existence of a 

universal that corresponds to it.  In other words, all the realist needs to do is adopt a 

framework that is conservative enough that it doesn’t rule out the possibility of such a 

universal.  The version of realism that I’ve been considering seems to be just such a 

theoretical framework: it seems perfectly consistent to add a sentence (or sentences) to 

the theory that specifies that there is one more distinct universal (i.e. thing that is 

instantiated), which is instantiated by such-and-such objects.  This is all that would seem 

to be required in order to account for there being a property of the aforementioned sort.  

So, while a theory may need to be consistent with (the possibility of) there being 

properties that there actually aren’t, I maintain that it does not need to explicitly account 

for there being such things – indeed, there simply aren’t such things!  This, I submit, 

presents no problems for the sort of Quinean realist theory I’ve been developing, and, 

consequently, I see no reason to think that this theory’s incompatibility with the existence 

of absolutely uninstantiated universals is problematic. 

If all of this is correct, then it seems that the Quinean realist can legitimately draw 

a “strict” distinction between universals and particulars by paraphrasing ‘Universal(x)’ as 

‘y Instantiates(y, x)’ and ‘Particular(x)’ as ‘¬y Instantiates(y, x)’.  It is worth noting that 

this means that the commitment to particulars isn’t explanatorily basic for the Quinean 

realist because the commitment to things that aren’t instantiated by things is derived 

(since it involves a negation); the commitment to universals, on the other hand, is 

explanatorily basic since it just is the commitment to things that are instantiated by 

things.  While this might seem surprising given the traditional characterization of realism 

as having fundamental commitments to universals and particulars, it is a natural 

consequence of the realist’s employment of a single unanalyzable, dyadic predicate – 
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‘Instantiates(x, y)’ – and the definition (i.e. paraphrase) of ‘Universal(x)’ and 

‘Particular(x)’ in terms of the two “places” in this predicate.  Furthermore, this shouldn’t 

be thought of as a shortcoming of the theory – after all, this version of Quinean realism is 

just as qualitatively ontologically parsimonious as (while also being seemingly more 

syntactically simple than) one according to which a commitment to particulars is 

analyzed as a commitment to things that instantiate things.  In connection with this point, 

it is also worth noting that if the realist rejects both the possibility of absolutely bare 

particulars and universals that instantiate universals (thus allowing her to paraphrase 

‘Particular(x)’ as ‘y Instantiates(x, y)’ instead of as ‘¬y Instantiates(y, x)’), then it 

seems open for her to analyze her theory’s commitment to particulars in this way (and 

thus claim that its commitment to particulars is an explanatorily basic one).  This is 

perhaps one reason to think that the rejection of both absolutely bare particulars and 

universals that instantiate universals results in a theory that more closely resembles a 

“traditional” characterization of realism than one that is consistent with the acceptance of 

both absolutely bare particulars and universals that instantiate universals. 

There is one final consideration worth discussing before concluding this section.  

As I mentioned in footnote 1 above, the traditional realist might seek to reduce the 

number of her theory’s explanatorily basic qualitative ontological commitments via 

paraphrase in either of the two following ways: (i) she might paraphrase ‘x 

Particular(x)’ as ‘x ¬Universal(x)’, or (ii) she might paraphrase ‘x Universal(x)’ as ‘x 

¬Particular(x)’.  In either case, it might be thought that she has reduced her explanatorily 

basic qualitative ontological commitments to one (because a commitment to things that 

are not universals, for example, isn’t explanatorily basic), which would appear to make 

her theory more qualitative ontologically parsimonious (and thus more viable) than the 

“Quinean” realist’s.  Thus, it remains to be seen what reason there is to prefer the sort of 

“Quinean” realism I’ve been developing over this sort of traditional realism. 
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 My response to this worry is that employing only ‘Universal(x)’ or ‘Particular(x)’ 

as the sole
14

 unanalyzable predicate in the traditional realist’s theory renders that theory 

inadequate.
15

  To see why, suppose that ‘Universal(x)’ is the sole unanalyzable predicate 

that she employs.  Now, suppose that the world consists of two blue things.  The 

traditional realist thinks that this is to be accounted for in terms of there being two 

particulars that instantiate the same universal.  It’s clear that she can account for there 

being one universal by including in her theory ‘x Universal(x)’.  It’s equally clear that 

she can account for there being two particulars by including in her theory ‘xy 

[¬Universal(x) & ¬Universal(y) & x≠y]’.  But, it isn’t clear how she is to account for the 

fact that the two particulars instantiate the same universal – and if she can’t account for 

this, then her theory is inadequate.  The most obvious way to account for this fact is to 

include a sentence like ‘xyz [Instantiates(x, y) & Instantiates(z, y) & x≠y & y≠z & 

x≠z]’.  But, of course, this requires the introduction of the explanatorily basic predicate 

‘Instantiates(x, y)’ into her theory, which expands her theory’s explanatorily basic 

commitments to three rather than one.  To put it another way, it seems apparent that in 

order to account for the fact that these two particulars instantiate the same universal, the 

traditional realist will have to include a predicate like this in her theory, thus generating 

more explanatorily basic commitments than are in the ontology of the Quinean realist’s 

theory and making the latter the more viable theory. 

 

4.2 Relations 

There still remains the issue of how “relational” facts are to be treated in the realist’s 

theory – and, crucially, whether the greater viability of realism over its competitors can 

                                                 
14

 Again, I am ignoring predicates expressing identity and/or distinctness. 
15

 Indeed, employing both of these predicates as the sole unanalyzable predicates in the theory also 

leaves it inadequate, as will become clear in this paragraph. 



289 

 

be maintained in light of its treatment of these sorts of facts.  There are several related 

factors that affect how this issue is to be settled.  In the first place, it remains to be seen 

which (and, for that matter, how many) relations need to be accounted for by an adequate 

theory of the world – particularly one that incorporates a sparse theory of properties.  

Armstrong [1997: 87-8], for example, taking Hume as his guide, notes that there are at 

least two plausible candidates for the “basic” relations, “spatiotemporal relation and 

causality”, and that even the latter of these might be reduced (à la Hume) to regular 

succession.
16

  Of course, it seems that in order to be consistent with my stance on 

monadic properties I should just leave the matter of which relations there are to total 

science.  This is precisely what I shall do, although this means that it is ultimately an 

empirical matter which realist treatment of relations yields the most viable theory.  This 

isn’t necessarily an unexpected consequence, however, since, as I pointed out in §2.1, it 

is also ultimately an empirical matter whether realism is a more viable theory than ostrich 

nominalism.  As I’ve already stated, though, it seems empirically unlikely that the latter 

is more viable than the former. 

 Related to this issue are concerns over relations of varying adicities.  For it may 

be the case (and, indeed, is the case for some ways of treating relations) that accounting 

for relational facts that involve relations of greater adicities requires more of an 

expansion of a theory’s qualitative ontological commitments than does accounting for 

relational facts that involve relations of lesser adicities (and, in particular, those that 

involve dyadic relations).  Again, whether a theory must account for relational facts that 

involve relations of adicities greater than two is a matter that I will leave for “total 

science” to settle.  Nevertheless, I shall in what follows discuss the effect that accounting 

                                                 
16

 Armstrong himself doesn’t want to reduce the relation of causality, and he actually adds a third 

relation – a “totality” relation – that I shall ignore here. 
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for relational facts that involve such relations has on the qualitative ontological 

parsimony of the various theories I shall consider. 

 In light of these considerations, I shall proceed as follows.  I will begin by 

considering two natural ways that a realist theory might account for facts involving an 

asymmetrical dyadic relation.  I begin with this sort of relation because it ultimately 

generates more explanatorily basic qualitative ontological commitments (on either of the 

realist’s treatments of it) than does a symmetrical dyadic relation, and it generates the 

same number of explanatorily basic qualitative ontological commitments as a non-

symmetrical relation does while also requiring an increase in the syntactic complexity of 

the realist’s theory.  In other words, my purpose in focusing on an asymmetrical, dyadic 

relation is to consider the most ontologically profligate and syntactically complex of the 

versions of realism.  I will then consider what effect accounting for (1) relational facts 

involving other sorts of (i.e. non-symmetrical and symmetrical) dyadic relations and (2) 

relational facts involving relations of higher adicities (with varying formal features) 

might have on the qualitative ontological parsimony of these two versions of realism.  I 

shall then consider alternative ways of accounting for relational facts, each of which can 

be seen to emerge from the manner in which realism’s competitors treat facts involving 

monadic predications.  For each of these alternatives, I shall consider what effect 

accounting for facts involving various sorts of both dyadic and more-than-dyadic 

relations has on the ontological parsimony of the resulting theory.  My ultimate goal is to 

determine whether there is any instance in which one of these alternatives can be utilized 

by a non-realist theory to produce a more viable (and, specifically, more qualitatively 

ontologically parsimonious) theory than realism, even if the realist adopts the same 

method of accounting for relational facts. 
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4.2.1 “Non-relational Ties” and Reified Relations 

Consider the asymmetrical dyadic relation R.  There are two natural ways that the realist 

might regiment a sentence like ‘a stands in R to b’ into her theory.  One is to treat R as a 

“non-relational tie” (ignoring the seeming contradictoriness of treating a “relation” as 

non-relational) in a fashion similar to the way that she treats instantiation (call this 

version of realism V1) and thus regiment the aforementioned sentence directly into the 

language of first-order logic.  This would result in something like the following: ‘R(a, 

b)’.  This, of course, would entail the following existential sentence: ‘xy R(x, y)’.  

Given the asymmetry of ‘R(x, y)’, this existential sentence appears to generate two 

explanatorily basic qualitative ontological commitments (to things that R things and to 

things that things R) to go with the two that the realist already has in virtue of employing 

‘Instantiates(x, y)’. 

The other way of regimenting ‘a stands in R to b’ requires the reification of R 

(call this version of realism V2) – that is, the realist might first paraphrase the 

aforementioned sentence as something like ‘a and b instantiate r’,
17

 and then regiment 

this paraphrase into the language of first-order logic.  This way of treating relations is 

reflective of the traditional realist view that relations just are universals, which has been 

the dominant view among realists since the beginning of the twentieth century.
18

  This 

would result in something like the following regimented sentence: ‘Instantiates(a, b, r)’.  

                                                 
17

 Given the asymmetry of R, one must assume that ‘a and b instantiate r’ and ‘b and a instantiate r’ 

would be regimented differently in this theory.  Perhaps a better paraphrase would be ‘a stands in r to b’ 

(rather than ‘b stands in r to a’).  I have used the language of “instantiating a relation” rather than “standing 

in a relation” in order to make it clear how this theory is related to the traditional realist stance that relations 

are universals.  However, nothing substantive turns on the preference for the locution ‘instantiating a 

relation’ over the locution ‘standing in a relation’ since I ultimately hold that the use of the triadic predicate 

‘Instantiates(x, y, z)’ generates ontological commitments distinct from those that are generated by the use of 

the dyadic predicate ‘Instantiates(x, y)’. 
18

 The view can be found in prominent figures ranging from Russell [1912: 94-8] to Armstrong [2010: 

23-5]. 
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Now, the similarity of the triadic predicate ‘Instantiates(x, y, z)’ to the realist’s dyadic 

predicate ‘Instantiates(x, y)’ is merely superficial, for the former doesn’t seem to be 

reducible to the latter.  In light of this, it seems that the employment of the former 

predicate in a theory should generate explanatorily basic qualitative ontological 

commitments that are distinct from those generated by ‘Instantiates(x, y)’.  And, given the 

importance of the order of the terms in ‘Instantiates(x, y, z)’, it seems that the existential 

sentence ‘xyz Instantiates(x, y, z)’, which is obviously entailed by the sentence 

‘Instantiates(a, b, r)’, generates three explanatorily basic qualitative ontological 

commitments. 

 Thus, it seems that there is prima facie reason to think that V1 results in a more 

ontologically parsimonious (and thus a more viable) realist theory than does V2.  But this 

is only the case if the only relational facts that need to be accounted for are those that 

involve the asymmetrical dyadic relation R.  Suppose, for example, that there are 

additional relational facts involving the distinct symmetrical dyadic relation S.  The 

proponent of V1 would have to introduce a new symmetrical dyadic predicate, such as 

‘S(x, y)’, in order to account for facts involving relation S, whereas the proponent of V2 

would not – it would simply need to specify that there is a new individual that occupies 

the third place in the predication ‘Instantiates(x, y, z)’ in certain sentences.  The 

employment of the predicate ‘S(x, y)’ in V1 would entail the existential sentence ‘xy 

S(x, y)’, which, given the symmetry of the predicate, would generate one new 

explanatorily basic qualitative ontological commitment; V2, on the other hand, would 

incur no new explanatorily basic qualitative ontological commitments.  Furthermore, it 

seems that V1 will, in general, incur one distinct explanatorily basic qualitative 

ontological commitment for each distinct symmetrical dyadic relation that it must 

account for, plus an increase in the syntactic complexity of the resulting theory for each 

relation of this sort; it will also incur two distinct explanatorily basic qualitative 
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ontological commitments for each distinct asymmetrical or non-symmetrical dyadic 

relation that it must account for, but only the former will require increases in the syntactic 

complexity of the resulting theory. 

V2, however, would seem to be able to avoid the aforementioned additional 

explanatorily basic qualitative ontological commitments.  The reason for this is that any 

new relation is treated as a new individual rather than as a new predicate in V2.  

Furthermore, the non-symmetry of ‘Instantiates(x, y, z)’ allows for it to accommodate 

relations (i.e. those terms that occupy the third place in the predication) that are non-

symmetrical, symmetrical, or asymmetrical.  Relations with either of the latter two formal 

properties will require an increase in the syntactic complexity of the resulting theory, but 

no more so than is required in V1.  For example, for the symmetrical relation S 

mentioned above, V2 can simply include a basic principle such as ‘xy [Instantiates(x, 

y, s) → Instantiates(y, x, s)]’ to establish its symmetry;
19

 V1, similarly, would have to 

include a basic principle such as ‘xy [S(x, y) → S(y, x)]’. 

With regard to relations of adicities greater than two, the issue is obviously a bit 

more complicated, although the observations I will make regarding such relations will 

end up resembling those I made above.  If the relation is “variably polyadic” in the sense 

discussed in §2.5.2 (which would mean that it is also a “symmetrical” relation, in the 

sense characterized in footnote 72 from chapter 1), then it would seem that neither V1 nor 

V2 should need to incur additional commitments in accounting for it.  The reason for this 

is, again, that the sentences that would account for the facts involving such a relation will 

either be reduced to or eliminated (i.e. paraphrased) by sentences accounting for facts 

involving the dyadic version of the relation.  So, it seems that variably polyadic relations 

                                                 
19

 I’ve obviously made use of the constant ‘s’ in stating this principle, but it can be stated (albeit as a 

portion of a much more complex sentence) without the appeal to such a constant.  Thus, V2 is consistent 

with the eliminability of individual constants that I discussed in §1.3.2. 
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shouldn’t have any further effect on a theory’s (explanatorily basic) qualitative 

ontological parsimony. 

However, relations of adicities greater than two that are non-symmetrical will 

seem to require the expansion of a theory’s qualitative ontological commitments whether 

it accounts for relational facts in the manner of V1 or V2. Suppose R is a non-

symmetrical triadic relation and is thus not reducible to a conjunction of dyadic relations.  

In such a case, it seems that the proponent of V1 will employ in her theory the 

unanalyzable predicate ‘R(x, y, z)’.  The employment of such a predicate in the theory 

entails the existential sentence ‘xyz R(x, y, z)’, which, given the importance of the 

order of the terms in the predication, generates three distinct explanatorily basic 

qualitative ontological commitments.  And, as before, this will be the case for each 

distinct relation accounted for by the proponent of V1.  So, for each distinct non-

symmetrical triadic relation, the proponent of V1 will incur three explanatorily basic 

qualitative ontological commitments; for each distinct non-symmetrical relation of 

adicity four, the proponent of V1 will incur four explanatorily basic qualitative 

ontological commitments; and so on. 

In accounting for facts involving non-symmetrical triadic relation R, the 

proponent of V2 will, it seems, employ the complex predicate ‘Instantiates(x, y, z, r)’ (it 

is complex since it involves the constant ‘r’ as the final term).  The employment of this 

predicate entails ‘xyzv Instantiates(x, y, z, v)’, which, again, given the importance of 

the order of the terms in predication, generates four distinct explanatorily basic 

qualitative ontological commitments.  As before, though, the resulting theory will not 

incur four new explanatorily basic qualitative ontological commitments for each distinct 

triadic relation it accounts for; it will, however, incur new explanatorily basic qualitative 

commitments for relations of each new adicity (i.e. five explanatorily basic commitments 

for relations of adicity four, six for relations of adicity five, and so on).  So, just as 
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before, V1 yields the more viable theory only in the cases that there is a single relation of 

one of these adicities that needs to be accounted for – if there are multiple relations of a 

single adicity that need to be accounted for, V2 yields the more ontologically 

parsimonious (and thus more viable) theory. 

It seems clear that a thoroughgoing ostrich nominalist will utilize the framework 

of V1 in accounting for relational facts.  This would be the most consistent position for 

her to take given her insistence on regimenting monadic predications directly into the 

language of first-order logic.  If this is the case, then it seems that there is no way for her 

theory to gain a “leg up” on the realist’s via their respective treatment of relations (at 

least dyadic ones): the realist can always treat relational facts in a way that produces a 

theory that is at least as viable as the ostrich’s.  Basically, ostrich nominalism ends up 

being a more viable theory than realism only if it turns out that there is only one sparse 

(monadic) property and only one (sparse) relation (be it symmetrical, non-symmetrical, 

or asymmetrical).
20

  This seems empirically unlikely.  Thus, it seems empirically unlikely 

that ostrich nominalism is a more viable theory than realism, even when their respective 

ways of treating relations are considered. 

It also seems that V1 and V2 would be natural ways of accounting for relational 

facts for trope theorists and universalists.  However, since the most viable versions of 

these theories don’t reify complex entities but instead utilize the unanalyzable predicate 

‘Compresent(x, y)’, it would seem that they would have to construe relations as holding 

between tropes or universals rather than as holding between bundles of them.  Thus, the 

trope nominalist might account for the fact that two objects stand in R by including either 

(1) sentences such as ‘R(t1, t2)’, where ‘t1’ stands for a trope “belonging to” one of the 

objects and ‘t2’ is a trope “belonging to” the other (this is the trope nominalist version of 

                                                 
20

 Indeed, it doesn’t even matter whether the relation is dyadic or of an adicity greater than two since 

the realist can account for facts involving it in the exact same way that the ostrich does. 
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V1), or else (2) sentences such as ‘Stands(t1, t2, r1)’, where r1 is a relational trope (this is 

the trope nominalist version of V2).  Mutatis mutandis for universalism (substituting ‘r’ 

for ‘r1’ in the second version).  So, neither the resulting versions of trope theory nor the 

resulting versions of universalism would appear to have any advantage over realism from 

the standpoint of ontological parsimony (or, for that matter, viability). 

 Given the similarities between predicate and concept nominalism with regard to 

accounting for monadic predications, it stands to reason that their respective treatments of 

relational facts will be similar as well.  Roughly, it seems that a predicate nominalist will 

want to say that, just as something is F in virtue of the predicate ‘F’ applying to it, so two 

things stand in R in virtue of the predicate ‘R’ applying to them; likewise, it seems that a 

concept nominalist will want to say that, just as something is F in virtue of its “falling 

under” the concept ‘F’, so two things stand in R in virtue of their “falling under” the 

concept ‘R’.  It should be clear, though, that these are just variations of V2 from above.  

The sentence ‘a stands in R to b’ will, for the predicate nominalist, be regimented as 

something like ‘Applies(r, a, b)’; for the concept nominalist, it will be regimented as 

something like ‘Falls(a, b, r)’.  In either case, neither ‘Applies(x, y, z)’ nor ‘Falls(x, y, z)’ 

seems reducible to ‘Applies(x, y)’ or ‘Falls(x, y)’, respectively, and so each of these 

triadic predicates generates distinct explanatorily basic qualitative ontological 

commitments from those that are generated by the use of the corresponding dyadic 

predicates.  Once again, this is just to reiterate points that I made regarding V2. 

 

4.2.2 Ordered n-tuples 

There is one way that a predicate or concept nominalist might attempt to break from the 

pattern that I’ve labeled V2.  The predicate nominalist might hold, for example, that a 



297 

 

stands in R to b (for non-symmetrical or asymmetrical R
21

) in virtue of the predicate ‘R’ 

applying to the ordered pair <a, b>.
22

  This might allow for her to employ the dyadic 

predicate ‘Applies(x, y)’ instead of the triadic predicate ‘Applies(x, y, z)’ and thus avoid 

the three additional explanatorily basic qualitative ontological commitments that 

accompany the latter. 

Of course, this maneuver would also seem to require the predicate nominalist both 

to quantify over ordered pairs and to specify the relationship between a, b, and the 

ordered pair <a, b>.  She might include, for example, a sentence such as 

‘OrderedMember(a, b, <a, b>)’ in order to account for the fact that a and b are the 

members of the ordered pair <a, b>.
23

  This triadic predicate ‘OrderedMember(x, y, z)’ is 

different, though, from one that might be introduced in order to account for two things 

being members of a class, such as ‘Member(x, y, z)’.  To see this, consider the fact that 

‘x OrderedMember(a, b, x)’ must be taken to express a different fact than ‘x 

OrderedMember(b, a, x)’ does if the predicate ‘OrderedMember(x, y, z)’ is really to do 

the work that the predicate nominalist needs it to: the former expresses the fact that the 

ordered pair <a, b> exists, whereas the latter expresses the fact that the ordered pair <b, 

a> exists.  In contrast, ‘x Member(a, b, x)’ and ‘x Member(b, a, x)’ need not be taken 

to express different facts since both can be taken to express the fact that there is a (non-

                                                 
21

 For symmetrical R, the introduction of an ordered pair isn’t necessary – one could simply say that 

‘R’ applies to either (i) the “pair” consisting of a and b, or (ii) a and b.  (ii) just seems to be a variant of the 

treatment of a symmetrical relation in V2, so I don’t see how it would help the predicate nominalist’s 

cause.  (i) seems to require quantification over “pairs”, which would require the predicate nominalist to 

specify the relationship between a, b, and the pair consisting of them.  This raises issues I discussed in §2.4 

in connection with class nominalism.  The best case scenario, it seems, is that the predicate nominalist 

ultimately has to endorse (ii) instead of quantifying over pairs, which, again, doesn’t seem to help her 

produce a theory that is more viable than the realist’s. 
22

 The concept nominalist’s variation would be put in terms of the ordered pair <a, b> falling under the 

concept ‘R’.  In order to simplify the discussion, I shall focus on the predicate nominalist’s variation with 

the understanding that anything I say regarding it can be applied to the concept nominalist’s variation as 

well. 
23

 I am here, for the sake of simplicity, using ‘<a, b>’ as an individual constant like ‘a’ or ‘b’. 
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ordered) class with a and b as members.  Given all of this, it seems that ‘xyz 

OrderedMember(x, y, z)’ generates three new explanatorily basic qualitative ontological 

commitments: (roughly) to things that are the first member of things, to things that are 

the second member of things, and to things of which things are first and second members.  

This is no better from the standpoint of ontological parsimony than V2 from above, so it 

seems that it won’t help the predicate or concept nominalist to develop a more viable 

theory than the realist’s (at least as far as dyadic relations are concerned). 

However, there is a familiar set-theoretic maneuver (owing to Kuratowski [1921]; 

see Potter [2004: 63-5] for discussion) that might be employed in order to avoid the 

problems with ‘OrderedMember(x, y, z)’: one might simply treat ordered pairs as classes 

of classes.  Thus, the ordered pair <a, b> is analyzed as the class containing (i) the unit 

class of a, and (ii) the class containing a and b as its only elements.  In other words, the 

predicate nominalist who opts for this sort of maneuver might offer the following 

regimented sentences in order to account for the fact that a stands in R to b:
24

 

Member(a, {a}) Member(a, {a, b}) Member(b, {a, b}) 

Member({a}, <a, b>)  Member({a, b}, <a, b>) 

Applies(r, <a, b>) 

These sentences collectively entail the following two existential sentences: 

xy Applies(x, y) xy Member(x, y) 

These two existential sentences generate four distinct explanatorily basic qualitative 

ontological commitments: to things that apply to things, to things to which things apply, 

to things that are members of things, and to things of which things are members.  Thus, 

the predicate nominalist who opts for this sort of theory will have a theory with the same 

                                                 
24

 As before, I use ‘{a}’, ‘{a, b}’, and ‘<a, b>’ as individual constants like ‘a’ and ‘b’. 
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number of explanatorily basic qualitative ontological commitments in virtue of 

accounting for R as the theory of the realist who opts for V1 has, and she will have fewer 

than the theory of the realist who opts for V2 has.  Furthermore, it seems that if there is 

more than one dyadic relation that needs to be accounted for, then the predicate 

nominalist’s theory ends up being more qualitatively ontologically parsimonious than 

either of these two versions of realism.  The reason for this is that while the realist who 

opts for V1 will incur at least one new explanatorily basic commitment for each distinct 

relation that she accounts for, the predicate nominalist, like the realist who opts for V2, 

makes the relations in question accessible to quantification and so only incurs those 

commitments generated by the use of the predicates ‘Applies(x, y)’ and ‘Member(x, y)’.  

But, again, since the realist who opts for V2 has a theory that has five explanatorily basic 

qualitative ontological commitments (in virtue of the employment of the two predicates 

‘Instantiates(x, y)’ and ‘Instantiates(x, y, z)’), it seems that the predicate nominalist’s 

theory is the more ontologically parsimonious of the two. 

 Furthermore, it seems that the Kuratowski maneuver can preserve even greater 

ontological parsimony for theories that must account for relations of adicities greater than 

two.  The reason for this is that it seems that ordered triples, quadruples, etc. can be 

constructed in the same fashion as ordered pairs, making ‘Applies(x, y)’ and ‘Member(x, 

y)’ the only unanalyzable predicates needed in order to account for relational facts 

involving relations of varying adicities. 

 Is there any way, then, to preserve the greater comparative viability of realism 

when compared to the predicate nominalist’s theory?  There is, at the very least, an 

obvious way for the realist to preserve equal ontological parsimony: simply adopt the 

predicate nominalist’s treatment of polyadic relations, but replace the predicate 

‘Applies(x, y)’ with ‘Instantiates(x, y)’.  Thus, the realist might hold that, for example, a 

and b stand in relation R just in case the ordered pair <a, b> instantiates that relation.  
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This would obviously result in a theory that is only trivially different from the predicate 

nominalist’s theory: the realist’s theory would employ the predicate ‘Member(x, y)’ just 

as the predicate nominalist does, and she would simply replace ‘Applies(x, y)’ with a 

predicate that has the same formal features, thus generating the same number of 

explanatorily basic qualitative ontological commitments for her theory as there are for the 

predicate nominalist’s.  And, of course, the worries that I raised in §2.2 and §2.3 

regarding the predicate (and concept) nominalist’s inability to preserve the correct order 

of explanation in accounting for monadic predications are applicable here, which would 

seem to provide strong reason for considering this version of realism to be the more 

viable theory. 

 But, while adopting this way of treating relations might render the realist’s theory 

more viable than predicate or concept nominalism, there are still other theories that might 

employ the Kuratowski analysis of ordered pairs in order to produce a theory that is even 

more ontologically parsimonious than the realist’s.  Resemblance nominalism would 

seem to naturally lend itself to this sort of treatment of relations.  For example, the 

resemblance nominalist might account for the fact that a stands in R to b and the fact that 

c stands in R to d in terms of the ordered pairs <a, b> and <c, d> resembling each other.  

Analyzing ordered pairs in the Kuratowski fashion, it would seem that the resemblance 

nominalist would ultimately need to employ two dyadic predicates, ‘Resembles(x, y)’ and 

‘Member(x, y)’, the former of which is symmetrical and thus generates only one 

explanatorily basic qualitative ontological commitment.  This would mean that the 

resemblance nominalist’s theory would have three total explanatorily basic qualitative 

ontological commitments in virtue of accounting for R, which is obviously one fewer 

than the realist theory that treats relations in the Kuratowski fashion has.  Furthermore, 

this would seem to hold true however many relations (of however many adicities) there 

are to be accounted for. 
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 Perhaps this is too quick, though.  For just as the possibility of “companion” 

monadic properties forces the resemblance nominalist to expand her explanatorily basic 

qualitative ontological commitments, so the possibility of “companion” relations would 

seem to force her to again expand her explanatorily basic qualitative ontological 

commitments.  And, as was the case for monadic predications, avoiding this problem 

would seem to require the resemblance nominalist to take on additional explanatorily 

basic qualitative ontological commitments in her theory.  This would appear to 

undermine the purported advantage that her theory has over realism. 

Still, even if this spells disaster for the resemblance nominalist, there is still the 

class nominalist to consider, who seems to be able to make use of Kuratowski’s 

maneuver in accounting for relational facts without having to worry about the 

resemblance nominalist’s companionship difficulty: companion properties are distinct for 

the class nominalist because the classes of the things that possess the properties have 

distinct members.  Thus, there is no problem in distinguishing between companion 

properties in the class nominalist’s theory.  The class nominalist, then, would seem to 

have a theory that is even more ontologically parsimonious than the realist’s.  This is 

because she appears to be able to, using the Kuratowski maneuver, construct classes (and 

thus account for monadic property facts and relational facts) by using a single 

asymmetrical predicate, ‘Member(x, y)’, and, perhaps, a single monadic predicate, such 

as ‘Natural(x)’, that applies only to natural property classes.  This yields three 

explanatorily basic qualitative ontological commitments for the class nominalist’s theory, 

as compared to four for the realist’s (generated by the use of ‘Instantiates(x, y)’ and 

‘Member(x, y)’). 

 Even if the class nominalist’s theory is more ontologically parsimonious than the 

realist’s, though, there are reasons to think that the Kuratowski-inspired treatment of 

relations results in a theory that fails to meet the minimum standards for viability that I 
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set out in chapter 1 – specifically, being sufficiently conservative and/or preserving the 

correct order of explanation.  To account for the fact that a stands in relation R to b in 

terms of a and b belonging to classes (i.e. {a} and {a, b}), which are themselves part of 

another class (i.e. {{a}, {a, b}}), which is itself part of a third class (i.e. the one 

containing all and only those pairs that stand in R) is, I submit, to get the order of 

explanation incorrect, just as much as accounting for that fact that a is F in terms of a 

being the member of a class gets the order of explanation incorrect.  a and b don’t stand 

in relation R because the ordered pair of which they are members (spelled out in the 

Kuratowski fashion) is itself a member of some class, but vice versa.  This is the same 

basic objection that I made against class nominalism in §2.4 (and, specifically, in §2.4.4) 

and, just as I did there, I take it to be decisive in showing class nominalism to be a less 

viable theory than realism (or, for that matter, any of the other theories I’ve considered).  

Again, I maintain that the only way that a theory that gets the order of explanation 

incorrect, as the class nominalist’s theory does, can be considered viable is if there is no 

other theory that gets the order of explanation correct.  This simply isn’t the case, though. 

 However, this complaint doesn’t undermine the realist’s or resemblance 

nominalist’s Kuratowski-inspired treatment of relations since neither of these theories 

relies solely on the “relation” of membership to account for relational facts.  Realists use 

membership to construct ordered pairs, but it is the “instantiation” of a relation by an 

ordered pair that accounts for its members standing in that relation; similarly, 

resemblance nominalists use membership to construct ordered pairs, but it is the 

resemblances between a group of ordered pairs (buttressed by various other features in 

order to avoid the imperfect community and companionship difficulties) that ultimately 

account for the members of each of those ordered pairs standing in the same relation.  

There is, however, a different complaint that might be made against both of these 

theories’ (as well as both the predicate and concept nominalists’) Kuratowski-inspired 
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treatment of relations.  The complaint owes itself to the one I made in §2.5.2 regarding 

“heavy duty platonism”.  For both the realist and the resemblance nominalist who appeal 

to the Kuratowski maneuver in accounting for relational facts, a relations’ holding 

between things in the world is ultimately accounted for by some feature of classes 

involving those things.  For the realist it is the instantiation of a universal (relation) by a 

class that accounts for the members of that class standing in a relation; for the 

resemblance nominalist, it is the resemblance between two classes that accounts for their 

respective members standing in a relation.  This sort of “heavy duty platonism” is, at the 

very least, implausible.  Worse, though, is the apparent lack of conservatism by both of 

these theories in holding that classes can instantiate relations or resemble each other in 

the same way that individuals can.  It is my view that this is enough to dispense with the 

whole enterprise of accounting for relations in terms of ordered n-tuples.  But, even if this 

line of reasoning isn’t convincing enough to force one to abandon the Kuratowski-

inspired treatment of relational facts, it seems that the realist’s theory will be more 

ontologically parsimonious – and thus more viable – than the resemblance nominalist’s, 

which is, of course, what I ultimately want to establish. 

 But, assuming that the treatment of relations in terms of ordered n-tuples standing 

as terms in predicates such as ‘Instantiates(x, y)’ or ‘Resembles(x, y)’ is to be abandoned 

(for the reasons just given), it remains to be seen whether there is a version of realism that 

turns out to be more viable than each of its competitors.  As I’ve indicated, it seems that 

in all cases (save for the rare one in which ostrich nominalism turns out to be the most 

viable theory) the realist can adopt an apparatus for accounting for relational facts that 

yields a theory that is more viable than each of its competitors.  And, as I see it, it seems 

likely that V2 – i.e. the version of realism on which relations are reified – will turn out to 

be the most viable version of realism, but, once again, this is an empirical matter that is 

ultimately to be settled by total science.  In any case, I think I’ve provided good reason to 
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believe that realism’s prospects for being the most viable of the theories adopted in 

response to the problem of universals are much better than those of its competitors. 

 



305 

 

Bibliography 

 

Allaire, Edwin [1963].  Bare Particulars.  Philosophical Studies 14/1-2: 1-8.  Reprinted in

 Blackman [1984]. 

Armstrong, D.M. [1978a].  Universals and Scientific Realism, Volume I: Nominalism and

 Realism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press). 

Armstrong, D.M. [1978b].  Universals and Scientific Realism, Volume II: A Theory of

 Universals (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press). 

Armstrong, D.M. [1980].  Against ‘Ostrich’ Nominalism: A Reply to Michael Devitt.

 Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 61: 440-9.  Citations are from the version

 reprinted in Mellor and Oliver [1997]. 

Armstrong, D.M. [1989].  Universals: An Opinionated Introduction (Boulder, CO:

 Westview Press). 

Armstrong, D.M. [1997].  A World of States of Affairs (Cambridge: Cambridge

 University Press). 

Armstrong, D.M. [2003].  Review of Gonzalo Rodriguez-Pereyra’s Resemblance

 Nominalism: A Solution to the Problem of Universals.  Australasian Journal of

 Philosophy 81/2: 285-6. 



306 

 

Armstrong, D.M. [2004a].  How Do Particulars Stand to Universals?  pp. 139-154 in D.

 Zimmerman, ed., Oxford Studies in Metaphysics: Volume 1 (Oxford: Oxford

 University Press). 

Armstrong, D.M. [2004b].  Truth and Truthmakers (Cambridge: Cambridge University

 Press). 

Armstrong, D.M. [2005a].  Four Disputes about Properties.  Synthese 144/3: 309-20. 

Armstrong, D.M. [2005b].  Reply to Simons and Mumford.  Australasian Journal of

 Philosophy 83:2: 271-6. 

Armstrong, D.M. [2006].  Particulars Have Their Properties of Necessity.  pp. 239-248 in

 A. Chakrabarti and P.F. Strawson, eds., Universals, Concepts, and Qualities: New

 Essays on the Meaning of Predicates (London: Ashgate). 

Armstrong, D.M. [2010].  Sketch for a Systematic Metaphysics (Oxford: Oxford

 University Press). 

Baker, Alan [2003].  Quantitative Parsimony and Explanatory Power.  The British

 Journal for the Philosophy of Science 54/2: 245-59. 

Baker, Alan [2011].  Simplicity.  The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer

 2011 Edition), Edward Zalta, ed.  URL =

 http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2011/entries/simplicity/ 

Baxter, Donald [2001].  Instantiation as Partial Identity.  Australasian Journal of

 Philosophy 79/4: 449-64. 



307 

 

Beaney, Michael, ed. [1997].  The Frege Reader (Oxford: Blackwell). 

Beebee, Helen and Dodd, Julian, eds. [2005].  Truthmakers: The Contemporary Debate

 (Oxford: Oxford University Press). 

Bergmann, Gustav [1952].  Two Types of Linguistic Philosophy.  Review of

 Metaphysics 5/3: 417-38.  Citations are from the version reprinted in Bergmann

 [1967a]. 

Bergmann, Gustav [1960a].  Ineffability, Ontology, and Method.  The Philosophical

 Review 69/1: 18-40.  Citations are from the version reprinted in Bergmann [1964]. 

Bergmann, Gustav [1960b].  Strawson’s Ontology.  The Journal of Philosophy 57/19:

 601-22.  Reprinted in Bergmann [1964]. 

Bergmann, Gustav [1964].  Logic and Reality (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press). 

Bergmann, Gustav [1967a].  The Metaphysics of Logical Positivism, Second Edition

 (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press). 

Bergmann, Gustav [1967b].  Realism: A Critique of Bretano and Meinong (Madison:

 University of Wisconsin Press). 

Bigelow, John [1988]. The Reality of Numbers: A Physicalist’s Philosophy of

 Mathematics (Oxford: Oxford University Press). 

Black, Max [1952].  The Identity of Indiscernibles.  Mind, New Series 61/242: 153-64. 

Blackman, Larry, ed. [1984].  Classics of Analytical Metaphysics (Lanham, MD:

 University Press of America). 



308 

 

Boolos, George [1984].  To Be is to be a Value of a Variable (or to be Some Values of

 Some Variables).  The Journal of Philosophy 81/8: 430-49. 

Bradley, F.H. [1897].  Appearance and Reality, Second Edition (Oxford: Oxford

 University Press). 

Bradley, F.H. [1911].  Reply to Mr. Russell’s Explanations.  Mind (New Series) 20/77:

 74-6.  Citations are from the version reprinted in Blackman [1984]. 

Campbell, Keith [1990].  Abstract Particulars (Oxford: Basil Blackwell). 

Carnap, Rudolf [1950].  Empiricism, Semantics, and Ontology.  Revue Internationale de

 Philosophie 4: 20-40.  Citations are from the version reprinted in Carnap [1956]. 

Carnap, Rudolf [1956].  Meaning and Necessity (Second Edition).  (Chicago: University

 of Chicago Press). 

Cartwright, Richard [1954].  Ontology and the Theory of Meaning.  Philosophy of

 Science 21/4: 316-25. 

Daly, Chris [1997].  Tropes.  pp. 140-59 in Mellor and Oliver [1997]. 

Devitt, Michael [1980].  ‘Ostrich Nominalism’ or ‘Mirage Realism’?  Pacific

 Philosophical Quarterly 61: 433-9.  Citations are from the version reprinted in

 Mellor and Oliver [1997]. 

Eberle, R. [1975].  A Construction of Quality Classes improved upon in the Aufbau.  pp.

 55-73 in J. Hintikka, ed., Rudolf Carnap, Logical Empiricist (Dordrecht: D.

 Reidel Publishing Company). 



309 

 

Field, Hartry [1984].  Can We Dispense with Space-Time?  PSA: Proceedings of the

 Biennial Meeting of the Philosophy of Science Association, Vol. 1984, Volume

 Two: Symposia and Invited Papers: 33-90. 

Frege, Gottlob [1952a].  Function and Concept.  P. Geach, trans.  pp. 130-48 in Beaney

 [1997]. 

Frege, Gottlob [1952b].  On Concept and Object.  P. Geach, trans.  pp. 181-93 in Beaney

 [1997]. 

Frege, Gottlob [1979].  Comments on Sinn and Bedeutung.  P. Long and R. White, trans.

 pp. 172-80 in Beaney [1997]. 

Goodman, Nelson [1966].  The Structure of Appearance, Second Edition (Indianapolis:

 The Bobbs-Merrill Company, Inc.). 

Hausman, Alan [1979].  Goodman’s Perfect Communities.  Synthese 41/2: 185-237. 

Hobbes, Thomas [1996].  Leviathan, J.C.A. Gaskin, ed. (Oxford: Oxford University

 Press). 

Hochberg, Herbert [2001].  The Positivist and the Ontologist: Bergmann, Carnap, and

 Logical Realism (Amsterdam: Rodopi B.V.). 

Hochberg, Herbert [2003].  Introducing Analytic Philosophy: Its Sense and its Nonsense

 1879-2002 (Frankfurt: Ontos Verlag). 

Hochberg, Herbert [2011].  Nominalism and Idealism.  Axiomathes.  Published Online

 First: 25 March 2011.  DOI: 10.1007/s10516-011-9150-3. 



310 

 

Huemer, Michael [2009].  When is Parsimony a Virtue?  The Philosophical Quarterly

 59/235: 216-36. 

Kuratowski, Kazimierz [1921].  Sur la notion d’ordre dans la théorie des ensembles.

 Fundamenta Mathematicae 2: 161-71. 

Lewis, David [1968].  Counterpart Theory and Quantified Modal Logic.  The Journal of

 Philosophy 65/5: 113-26. 

Lewis, David [1973].  Counterfactuals (Oxford: Blackwell). 

Lewis, David [1983].  New Work for a Theory of Universals.  Australasian Journal of

 Philosophy 61: 343-77.  Citations are from the version reprinted in Lewis [1999]. 

Lewis, David [1986].  On the Plurality of Worlds (Oxford: Blackwell). 

Lewis, David [1991].  Parts of Classes (Oxford: Basil Blackwell). 

Lewis, David [1999].  Papers in Metaphysics and Epistemology (Cambridge: Cambridge

 University Press). 

Lowe, E.J. [2002].  Properties, Modes, and Universals.  The Modern Schoolman 79/2-3:

 137-50. 

Lowe, E.J. and Rami, A., eds. [2009].  Truth and Truth-making (Stocksfield, UK:

 Acumen). 

MacBride, Fraser [2005].  The Particular-Universal Distinction: A Dogma of

 Metaphysics?  Mind 114/455: 565-614. 



311 

 

Mantegani, Nicholas [2011].  Instantiation is not partial identity.  Philosophical Studies.

 Published Online First: 11 December 2011.  DOI: 10.1007/s11098-011-9840-0. 

Martin, C.B. [1980].  Substance Substantiated.  Australasian Journal of Philosophy 58/1:

 3-10]. 

Maurin, Anna-Sofia [2002].  If Tropes (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers). 

Maurin, Anna-Sofia [2010].  Trope theory and the Bradley regress.  Synthese 175/3: 311-

 26. 

Mellor, D.H. and Oliver, Alex, eds. [1997].  Properties (Oxford: Oxford University

 Press). 

Melia, Joseph [1992].  A Note on Lewis’s Ontology.  Analysis 52/3: 191-2. 

Melia, Joseph [2005].  Truthmaking without Truthmakers.  pp. 67-84 in Beebee and

 Dodd [2005]. 

Merricks, Trenton [2007].  Truth and Ontology (Oxford: Oxford University Press). 

Moreland, J.P. and Pickavance, Timothy [2003].  Bare Particulars and Individuation:

 Reply to Mertz.  Australasian Journal of Philosophy 81/1: 1-13. 

Mulligan, Kevin [1999].  Perception, Particulars and Predicates, pp. 163-94 in D. Fisette,

 ed., Consciousness and Intentionality: Models and Modalities of Attribution

 (Dordrecht: Kluwer). 



312 

 

Mulligan, Kevin and Correia, Fabrice [2008].  Facts.  The Stanford Encyclopedia of

 Philosophy (Winter 2008 Edition), Edward Zalta, ed.  URL =

 http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2008/entries/facts/ 

Mulligan, Kevin, Simons, Peter, and Smith, Barry [1984].  Truth-makers.  Philosophy

 and Phenomenological Research 44/3: 287-321.  Citations are from the version

 reprinted in Lowe and Rami [2009]. 

Nolan, Daniel [1997].  Quantitative Parsimony.  British Journal for the Philosophy of

 Science 48: 329-43. 

O’Leary-Hawthorne, John [1995].  The Bundle Theory of Substance and the Identity of

 Indiscernibles.  Analysis 55/3: 191-6. 

Oliver, Alex [1996].  The Metaphysics of Properties.  Mind, New Series 105/417: 1-80. 

Parsons, Josh [1999].  There is no ‘Truthmaker’ Argument against Nominalism.

 Australasian Journal of Philosophy 77/3: 325-34. 

Paul, L.A. [2002].  Logical Parts.  Noûs 36/4: 578-96. 

Pickel, Bryan and Mantegani, Nicholas [2012].  A Quinean Critique of Ostrich

 Nominalism.  Philosophers’ Imprint 12/6. 

Plantinga, Alvin [1974].  The Nature of Necessity (Oxford: Clarendon Press). 

Potter, Michael [2004].  Set Theory and its Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University

 Press). 

Price, H.H. [1969].  Thinking and Experience, Second Edition (London: Hutchinson). 



313 

 

Quine, W.V.O. [1948].  On What There Is.  Review of Metaphysics 2/5: 21-38.  Citations

 are from the version reprinted in Quine [1953]. 

Quine, W.V.O. [1951a].  Ontology and Ideology.  Philosophical Studies 2/1: 11-5. 

Quine, W.V.O. [1951b].  On Carnap’s Views on Ontology.  Philosophical Studies 2/5:

 65-72.  Citations are from the version reprinted in Quine [1976]. 

Quine, W.V.O. [1953].  From a Logical Point of View (Cambridge, MA: Harvard

 University Press). 

Quine, W.V.O. [1960].  Word and Object (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press). 

Quine, W.V.O. and Ullian, J.S. [1970].  The Web of Belief (New York: Random House). 

Quine, W.V.O. [1976].  The Ways of Paradox (Cambridge: Harvard University Press). 

Ramsey, F.P. [1925].  Universals.  Mind 34/136: 401-17. 

Rodriguez-Pereyra, Gonzalo [2002].  Resemblance Nominalism: A Solution to the

 Problem of Universals (Oxford: Oxford University Press). 

Russell, Bertrand [1910].  Some Explanations in Reply to Mr. Bradley.  Mind (New

 Series) 19/75: 373-8.  Citations are from the version reprinted in Blackman

 [1984]. 

Russell, Bertrand [1911].  On the Relations of Universals and Particulars.  Proceedings of

 the Aristotelian Society 12: 1-24.  Citations are from the version reprinted in

 Russell [1956]. 

Russell, Bertrand [1912].  The Problems of Philosophy (Indianapolis: Hackett). 



314 

 

Russell, Bertrand [1918, 1919].  The Philosophy of Logical Atomism.  Monist 28: 495-

 527; 29: 32-63, 190-222, 345-80.  Citations are from the version reprinted in

 Russell [1956]. 

Russell, Bertrand [1948].  Human Knowledge: Its Scope and  Limits (New York:

 Routledge). 

Russell, Bertrand [1950].  An Inquiry into Meaning and Truth: The William James

 Lectures for 1940 (New York: Routledge). 

Russell, Bertrand [1956].  Logic and Knowledge.  Robert Marsh, ed. (New York:

 Routledge). 

Russell, Bertrand [1984].  Theory of Knowledge: The 1913 Manuscript.  Elizabeth Eames

 and Kenneth Blackwell, eds. (New York: Routledge). 

Searle, John [1969].  Speech Acts (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press). 

Segelberg, Ivar [1999].  Three Essays in Phenomenology and Ontology.  H. Hochberg

 and S. Hochberg, trans. (Stockholm: Thales). 

Sider, Theodore [2006].  “Bare Particulars”.  Philosophical Perspectives 20/1: 387-97. 

Simons, Peter [1987].  Parts: A Study in Ontology (Oxford: Oxford University Press). 

Sober, Elliott [1981].  The Principle of Parsimony.  The British Journal for the

 Philosophy of Science 32/2: 145-56. 



315 

 

Sober, Elliott [2002].  What is the Problem of Simplicity?  pp. 13-32 in A. Zellner, H.

 Keuzenkamp, and M. McAleer, eds., Simplicity,Inference and Modeling: Keeping

 it Sophisticatedly Simple (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press). 

Spade, Paul, ed. [1994].  Five Texts on the Mediaeval Problem of Universals

 (Indianapolis: Hackett). 

Sprigge, Timothy [1970].  Facts, Words, and Beliefs (New York: Humanities Press). 

Stout, G.F. [1921].  The Nature of Universals and Propositions.  Proceedings of the

 British Academy 10:157-72.  Citations are from the version reprinted in Blackman

 [1984]. 

Stout, G.F. [1952].  God and Nature.  Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Strawson, P.F. [1959].  Individuals (London: Methuen & Co Ltd). 

Underwood, Ian [2010].  Cross-count identity, distinctness, and the theory of internal and

 external relations.  Philosophical Studies 151/2: 265-83 

van Cleve, James [1994].  Predication without Universals?  A Fling with Ostrich

 Nominalism.  Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 54/3: 577-90. 

Williams, D.C. [1953].  The Elements of Being: I.  Review of Metaphysics 7/2: 3-18.

 Citations are from the version reprinted in Mellor and Oliver [1997]. 

Wittgenstein, Ludwig [1961].  Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus.  D.F. Pears and B.F.

 McGuinness, trans. (London: Routledge). 

Wolterstorff, Nicholas [1960].  Qualities.  The Philosophical Review 69/2: 183-200. 


