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Abstract

This paper attempts to make sense of property contingentism, the view that the metaphysical nature of properties is contingent. That is, it is contingent whether properties are universals or tropes or some other kind of entity. The paper argues that even if one thinks that necessities are exhausted by conceptual truths and a posteriori necessities, the sort of methodology that can lead one to endorse contingentism in various domains in metaphysics does not give us good grounds to suppose that the nature of properties is contingent. 

1. Introduction

The notion that it might be contingent whether or not properties are Aristotelian immanent universals,
 Platonic universals,
 tropes,
 or sets of particulars related by primitive similarity relations,
 is a relatively new and controversial one. Call this view property contingentism, and distinguish it from the view that it is a contingent matter whether or not some particular property exists at a world. This paper is an attempt to explicate property contingentism, to determine whether it is plausible, and in particular to determine whether what I call the conceptualist methodology gives us reason to endorse property contingentism. 


Property contingentism is a radical view. Quite apart from any interest one might generally have in delimiting modal space, if property contingentism were true it would open up various other interesting possibilities. For instance, suppose, qua contingentist, one had a view of property individuation across worlds according to which there exist a pair of worlds, w and w*, with the same distribution of property instances but where the property instances in w fall under a different metaphysical kind to those in w*. This would render it epistemically possible (and perhaps plausible) that laws of nature fall under different metaphysical kinds in different worlds. Perhaps in some worlds laws are relations of nomic necessitation between Platonic universals, while in other worlds laws reflect Humean patterns of regularity across distributions of tropes. This expands the class of worlds in which there exist the same distribution of property instances, but different laws of nature.
 Consider a triple of worlds with the same distribution of property instances, w1, w2 and w3, such that in w1 the laws are Humean, and in w2 and w3 they are relations of nomic necessitation. There are no property instances of x-ness in any of these worlds. But in w2 it is a law of nature that everything that is x is y, since there is a relation of nomic necessitation between the uninstantiated property of x-ness and the property of y-ness. In w3 there is no such law, since no such relation of nomic necessitation holds between x-ness and y-ness. There is also no such law in w1 since there are no uninstantiated properties in w1 and thus no relation between x-ness and y-ness. Nothing grounds the truth (or falsity) of the claim that everything that is x is y. Thus the respect in which in both w1 and w3 it fails to be a law of nature that everything that is x is y is very different, and interestingly so. 

Suppose, on the other hand, that one’s view of property individuation did not countenance pairs of worlds with the same distribution of property instances where the property instances in one world fell under a different metaphysical kind to those in the other world. Then perhaps property contingentism could provide machinery for more robust definitions of metaphysical necessity and possibility. Rather than defining these notions (for instance) in terms of a set, S, of worlds that share the same metaphysical laws as the actual world—such that a proposition is metaphysically necessary iff it is true in every world in S, and metaphysically possible iff it is true in one world in S—instead the metaphysically possible worlds would be the set of worlds in which properties are of the same metaphysical kind as they are actually. What is metaphysically necessary is then what is true in all of the worlds in that set. One might then explore the idea that various metaphysical features of a world (such as the manner in which its object persist, the composition relations that obtain, and whether the world has only B-relations or also A-relations) are at least partially grounded in the metaphysical nature of properties. Thus if, say, it is a contingent matter whether for some xs, those xs compose anything, one may hypothesise that the conditions under which composition occurs are the same in all of the metaphysically possible worlds. 
At the very least, property contingentism ought to be examined. To that end this paper presupposes the conceptualist methodology, a methodology that is frequently associated with the conclusion that a range of first-order metaphysical claims is contingent. This methodology appeals to the notion of correct conceivability, where, roughly, one correctly conceives that P just in case one knows all of the relevant matters of fact and knows the internal natures of things relevant to determining the truth of P, and one finds it conceivable that P. If I can both correctly conceive that P, and correctly conceive that not P, then P is contingent. I do not defend this methodology, nor claim that it is the only path to contingentism about various metaphysical theses.
 It is, however, a methodology defended and adopted by some of the more prominent defenders of widespread contingentism in metaphysics, including those who defend property contingentism. 
  Thus it is appropriate to consider property contingentism from the standpoint of this methodology. 

If necessities are exhausted by conceptual truths and by a posteriori necessities that are themselves grounded in a combination of conceptual truth and empirical discovery, then it is easy to see why that that which is correctly conceivable is possible. One need not, though, think of a posteriori necessities as being partly grounded in a priori conceptual claims about concepts in order to find the conceptualist methodology amenable. One might hold that a posteriori necessities are grounded in the essences of objects or properties (and not in any claims about our concepts). Then as long as the conceptualist method includes being made aware of the relevant information about the nature of such objects and their counterparts, one ought not be able to correctly conceive of what is a posteriori impossible. 

There is room to doubt the methodology if one thinks that there are necessary truths that are neither conceptual truths nor a posteriori necessities: namely if one thinks that there are synthetic metaphysical truths. Then while one might accept that conceivability, properly understood, entails possibility, (or at least, is a good guide to it) one will reject the claim that correct conceivability is conceivability properly understood. For correctly conceiving that P only rules out P being conceptually or a posteriori impossible, it does not rule out P being synthetically a priori impossible. 


Nevertheless, since this paper is concerned with the task of evaluating the prospects of a coherent property contingentism given that one is motivated towards such a view, by and large I assume that the conceptualist framework is in general a good one. Section 2 outlines the conceptualist methodology and offers prima facie reasons for endorsing property contingentism in the light of said methodology.
 Section 3 considers a number of competitor views about property individuation that the property contingentist must choose between, while section 4 shows that endorsing contingentism rules out some other interesting metaphysical views and so it not without cost. Finally, in section 5 it is argued that the conceptualist methodology provides no grounds for thinking that there exists pairs of possible worlds, w and w’, such that w and w’ share the same property instances, but the instances in w are of a different metaphysical kind to those in w’. Further, it is argued that, at best, the conceptualist methodology gives us weak grounds for supposing that there exist pairs of possible worlds, w and w*, such that w and w* have different property instances, and the instances in w are of a different metaphysical kind to those in w*. For a good, but not apodictic, case can be made that in claiming to correctly conceive of w and w*, the contingentist is misconceiving the relevant pair of worlds. Thus where the contingentist can plausibly claim to be correctly conceiving w and w*, the necessitarian can equally plausibly claim that w and w* are impossible, and the contingentist has misconceived the worlds. Thus the conceptualist methodology fails to give us a compelling reason to endorse property contingentism. 

2. Property contingentism: a prima facie defence

Call each of the competing views about the nature of properties a metaphysical view about properties or MVP. Then Aristotelian universalism, Platonic universalism, trope theory, resemblance nominalism, pleonastic property theory and so forth are all competing MVPs. Necessitarianism about properties is the view that one MVP is true, and necessarily so. Property contingentism is, very broadly, the view that for any MVP that is true in a world, that MVP is contingently true. The conceptualist methodology with which this paper is interested is what Rosen calls the non-standard view of metaphysics.
 According to this view, if we can correctly conceive that a proposition, P, is true, then P is possible, and if we can also correctly conceive that not P is true, then not P is possible and hence P is contingent. The process of correctly conceiving is supposed to be one that rules out one being able to correctly conceive what is conceptually impossible, or what is a posteriori necessarily false, since it involves conceiving of all of the matters of fact and the internal natures of things that are relevant to determining the truth of a modal claim. Thus we no longer find it conceivable that, say, some watery substance in a counterfactual world is water once we know the intrinsic natures both of actual water and of the counterfactual watery stuff in question, if we know that the counterfactual watery stuff does not have the same intrinsic nature as the actual watery stuff. It is only conceivable that water is XYZ given that we don’t know that actually water is H20.

If necessary truths are exhausted by what is conceptually or a posteriori necessary, then, arguably, it follows that if we can correctly conceive of P, and correctly conceive that not P, then P is contingent. Prima facie then, many metaphysical claims normally thought to be necessary come out as contingent. 
By this reasoning it seems we should conclude that (at least some of the) various MVPs are contingent (while perhaps some others are impossible).  At least some MVPs seem to be internally coherent. It does not seem that there are any conceptual truths about properties that would come out as false according to any of the MVPs. Nor do there seem to be other more general conceptual claims that entail the necessity of one MVP and the impossibility of the others.
 Multiple MVPs are conceptually coherent. 

Nor does it seem likely that it is an a posteriori necessity that properties have the metaphysical nature ascribed to them by this, rather than that, MVP. It might be a conceptual truth that properties are the things in virtue of which our true everyday predicative sentences are true. Just as it might be a conceptual truth that properties are the things that ground objective similarities and causal and nomic powers. That is, it might be a conceptual truth that properties are the things that play a particular set of roles, what we might call the property roles. But prima facie there seems no reason to suppose that our concept of a property is rigid: that necessarily, it picks out whatever actually plays the property role. Here is why.
Consider one model of a posteriori necessities that is in the spirit of the conceptualist methodology. On this model, questions about whether counterfactual watery substances are water are not questions about the essence of the actual watery substance.
 Rather, they are questions about the correct semantics of the term “water” and perhaps more generally about the correct semantics of natural kind terms. When we claim that necessarily, water is H20, this is because “water” as we use the term, designates rigidly: what we mean by “water” is something like, whatever is intrinsically like the actual watery stuff and necessarily so. Discovering that we are disinclined to call counterfactual watery XYZ “water” is a discovery about the semantics of our term, not a discovery about a mysterious essence of actual watery stuff. Understood this way, the issue is really whether the counterfactual watery stuff that is intrinsically dissimilar to actual watery stuff ought to be called “water”.  Mutatis mutandis for other a posteriori necessities. 

By contrast, the central debate about property contingentism does not seem to be a debate about the correct semantics of “property”. It is not a debate about whether (necessarily) something propertyish is a property just in case it is intrinsically like the actual propertyish things, or whether something propertyish is a property just in case it is functionally like the actual propertyish things. For it is implausible to grant that there are worlds where what plays the property role falls under different metaphysical kinds, and then wonder whether those entities are properties. Thus it does not seem likely that properties are, necessarily, whatever actually plays the property role. Rather, an entity is a property or property instance just in case it plays the property role, regardless of its intrinsic nature. 
Thus we have no reason to endorse necessitarianism about the MVPs, and we should endorse a picture of logical space according to which in different worlds entities that fall under different metaphysical kinds play the property role. 
3. Property Individuation
If one endorses property contingentism there is a pressing question to be answered: how are particular properties individuated across worlds? Absent an appropriate answer to this question, property contingentism cannot be thought a plausible view. What answers might a contingentist offer? 

Property contingentism involves the contention that entities of a different metaphysical kind can play the property role in different worlds. Contrast this with a typical case of multiple-realisability. Consider the nonreductive physicalist who contends that mental property M is multiply realised by a range of physical properties. Here properties typed via their mental roles (mental properties) are typed in a more coarse-grained manner than properties that are typed via their physical roles (physical properties) and as such there is no neat identification of tokens of the former, with tokens of the latter. This is not the sense in which property contingentists contend that properties are multiply realised. Their thesis links entities that fall under certain metaphysical kinds,
 with properties or property instances. Thus they defend the following multiple realisability thesis.

MRT: There are property instances, P and P*, such that P is of metaphysical kind K, and P* is of metaphysical kind K*.

MRT tells us that some property instance is of one metaphysical kind, and some other property instance is of some other metaphysical kind. It tells us nothing about property individuation. Nothing follows from MRT regarding whether P and P* might be instances of one and the same property. 


Suppose that some properties have categorical natures—quiddities—and that it is at least the case that all fundamental properties have quiddities. If quiddities are not essentially tied to something like the nomic or causal role of a property, it seems plausible that sameness of metaphysical kind is necessary for sameness of quiddity. This entails the following principle: 

(NECF) If an instance of a fundamental property P is of metaphysical kind K, then necessarily, every instance of P is of metaphysical kind K.

(NECF) entails that every instance of some fundamental property falls under the same metaphysical kind in every world. The analogous principle, with respect to abundant properties is: 

(NECA): If an instance of abundant property P is of metaphysical kind K, then necessarily every instance of P is of kind K. 

Consider an example. Suppose that F is an actual fundamental property, and that every actual instance of F is a trope. Then necessarily, any counterfactual instance of F is a trope. Given plausible further assumptions one will likely suppose that each trope that is an instance of F, exactly resembles every other trope that is an instance of F. Thus the property of F is that set of exactly resembling tropes. Now suppose that the actual property of being a toaster is an abundant property and that every actual instance is the instantiation of an immanent universal. Then, necessarily, every instance of being a toaster is the instantiation of an immanent universal. Thus the property of being a toaster is identical to an immanent universal. 


If we combine both examples, it follows that the actual world is one in which at least some abundant properties fall under a different metaphysical kind to some fundamental properties. This hypothesis is consistent with the combination of (NECF) and (NECA), since neither of these entails anything about the relationship between fundamental and abundant properties. Yet it is reasonable to suppose that abundant properties are in some good sense determined by, or supervenient on, fundamental properties. One might capture this intuition with the combination of two theses:

(SUP): Any two worlds alike with respect to their distribution of fundamental property instances, are alike with respect to their distribution of abundant property instances. 

 (DET) In any world, w, if the instances of fundamental properties in w are of metaphysical kind K, then the instances of abundant properties in w are of kind K. 

In particular, one might be motivated to endorse (DET) in addition to (SUP) if one held that abundant properties can be defined in terms of fundamental properties (though perhaps such definitions are infinitely long) or by supposing that abundant and fundamental properties are not entirely distinct existences. If one held the former, one might hold that the definiens and the definiendum ought ideally to be of the same category, or kind and thus that (DET) is plausible. Additionally, one might think that in defining abundant properties in terms of fundamental ones one is offering a real definition (in the sense that a real definition of P provides a characterisation of what it is to be P) of the former in terms of the latter. If what it is to be some particular abundant property, A, is to be something that meets some complex definition characterised in terms of, say, arrangements of fundamental properties, then, plausibly, A’s metaphysical nature will be the same as that of those fundamental properties. This idea is related to the second motivation for (DET), namely that abundant and fundamental properties are not entirely distinct existences. For instance, one might think that abundant properties are composed of fundamental properties. Then it is plausible that if, say, fundamental properties are immanent universals then abundant properties will be complex structured immanent universals. Indeed, if the relation between abundant and fundamental properties is compositional, it follows that we can define the former in terms of the latter, even if only in an infinitary manner.

The combination of (NECF), (NECA) (SUP) and (DET) offers us a picture of property individuation according to which not only does the metaphysical nature of the fundamental property instances in w determine the metaphysical nature of the abundant property instances in w, but, further, the metaphysical nature of the fundamental property instances in w necessarily determines the metaphysical nature of the abundant property instances in w. Consider another example. Suppose that time is an abundant property that is grounded in (or depends on, or supervenes on) four (for the sake of simplicity) fundamental quantum gravitational properties (Q1, Q2, Q3, Q4). Suppose every instance of Q1is an instantiation of immanent universal I1. Likewise every instance of Q2, Q3 and Q4 is an instantiation of universal I2, I3, and I4 respectively.  (NECF) tells us that necessarily, each quantum gravitational property instance is the instantiation of an immanent universal.  In particular, necessarily, every instance of Q1 is the instantiation of universal I1 and the same is true, mutatis mutandis, for the other quantum gravitational properties. (DET) tells us that given that the actual quantum gravitational properties are immanent universals, then the actual abundant property of temporality is also an immanent universal. (Though it does not tell us which universal). Finally, (NECA) tells us that there is no world in which instances of temporality fail to be instantiations of an immanent universal. Thus if actual instances of temporality are instantiations of immanent universal I5, then necessarily, every instance of temporality is an instantiation of I5. 

 
(NECA) is nevertheless consistent with counterfactual instances of temporality supervening on distributions of fundamental properties other than the quantum gravitational properties upon which the instances actually supervene. Perhaps there is a world in which temporality is instantiated—and hence there are instantiations of immanent universal I5—but in that world the immanent universals I1 to I4 do not exist. Perhaps there are classical deterministic worlds in which there are no quantum mechanical properties and the property of temporality instead supervenes on absolute arrangements of points on a matrix. Even so, there is no world in which instances of temporality fail to be the instantiation of an immanent universal (I5).  Thus if a contingentist accepts both (DET) and (NECF) it follows that no property has instances in every world.
 For if actually property instances are of metaphysical kind K and in w property instances are of kind K*, then no actual property has instances in w: all properties in w are alien. 

One might, of course, reject (DET). Lewis countenances the idea that one might take perfectly natural properties to be (immanent) universals, and abundant properties to be sets of (possible) particulars, and there might be other views of a similar flavour Such views would be inconsistent with (DET), though consistent with (SUP), (NECF) and (NECA). In that case although for any property, P, every possible instance of P falls under the same metaphysical kind, nevertheless there will be worlds in which abundant property instances and fundamental property instances fall under different metaphysical kinds. 

There is also room to deny one or both or (NECF) and (NECA). One might hold that fundamental properties are individuated by their causal or nomic roles. (One might hold this even if one accepts that (some) such properties have quiddities so long as one thinks that quiddities are essentially tied to causal or nomic roles. Or one may simply reject the existence of quiddities altogether and hold that properties’ natures are dispositional.) Thus one might endorse (NOMF):

(NOMF): For any fundamental properties P and P* in any worlds w and w*, P and P* are the same property iff P and P* play the same causal/nomic role. 

(NOMF) is consistent with (NECF) and its negation. For nothing tells us whether if P and P* are of different metaphysical kinds, this debars them from playing the same causal/nomic role. Thus if one accepts (NOMF) one is free to reject both (NECF) and (NECF) in favour of the following pair of principles: 

(CONTF): If an instance of fundamental property, P, is of metaphysical kind, K, then possibly, an instance of P is of metaphysical kind K*.

(CONTA): If an instance of abundant property, P, is of metaphysical kind, K, then possibly, an instance of P is of kind K*. 

The view that combines  (CONTF) and (CONTA) is the most permissive view about property individuation. Call it property individuation contingentism, or PIC. According to PIC, for any property instance, P, if P is of kind K, the possibly an instance of P is of kind K*. PIC is to be contrasted with the most restrictive view about property individuation, which combines (NECF) and (NECA). Call this view property individuation necessitarianism or PIN. According to PIN, for any property, instance, P, if P is of kind K, then necessarily every instance of P is of kind K. 

Given our four principles, that leaves two views in the middle. The first of these combines (CONTF) and (NECA). This is the view that the identity of abundant properties is tied to their metaphysical kind, but the identity of fundamental properties is not. This seems an odd combination of views. Prima facie one would expect that if any properties are multiply realisable it is the abundant properties. Combining (CONTF) with (NECA) also entails that one must reject either (DET) or (SUP). For suppose that actually properties are Platonic universals. It follows from (CONTF) that there exists a world, w*, with the same distribution of fundamental properties as there are actually, such that in w* those properties are not Platonic universals. Suppose one accepts (DET). Then it follows that no actual abundant property exists in w*. For (NECA) entails that abundant properties have their metaphysical natures of necessity and thus that any actual abundant property is, necessarily, a Platonic universal. But (DET) entails that within a world, abundant properties and fundamental properties are of the same metaphysical kind and therefore that the abundant properties in w* are not Platonic universals. Thus (SUP) is false, since the actual world and w* share the same distribution of fundamental properties but must differ in their distribution of abundant properties. 

Alternatively one might suppose that (SUP) is true. Then since the actual world and w* share the same distribution of fundamental properties, it follows that they share the same distribution of abundant properties. But since (by NECA) the abundant properties in w* must have the same metaphysical nature as they do actually, while  (by stipulation) the fundamental properties on which they supervene have a different metaphysical nature, it follows that (DET) is false. At the very least, this combination of views has its costs and does not present itself as particularly intuitive. Though someone may wish to defend the view, this paper will, for its purposes, not consider the view as a real contender regarding property individuation.


That leaves one further combination: (NECF) and (CONTA). On this view it is essential to any fundamental property that it is the metaphysical kind that it is, whereas abundant properties are multiply realisable. Suppose, once more, that the actual world is one in which the fundamental and abundant properties are Platonic universals. From (NECF) it follows that any world that is like the actual world in its distribution of fundamental properties is one in which those properties are Platonic universals. Regardless of whether one also endorses (DET) and (SUP), this view entails that for every actual abundant property there is some world in which that property has an instance and that instance is not the instantiation of a Platonic universal. Consider a particular abundant property, P, and world, w*, in which P has an instance which is a trope. If one subscribes to (DET), then w* must be a world in which the fundamental properties are tropes, and hence a world in which the fundamental properties are all alien (as follows from NECF). If one rejects (DET), then one is free to suppose that the fundamental properties in w* are non-alien Platonic universals, even though the abundant properties are tropes. Either way, abundant properties turn out to be multiply metaphysically realisable, while fundamental properties turn out not to be. Call this combination of views moderate property individuation contingentism or MPIC. 


Arguably, only three of these views is plausible: MPIC, PIC and PIN. The question before the contingentist then, is whether the conceptualist methodology that motivates property contingentism is well placed to determine which of these to choose. 

4. The viability of property contingentism 
4.1 Possible worlds and property contingentism 

It is worth noting that some accounts of modality appear inconsistent with property contingentism. Suppose one thinks that worlds are constructed from properties.
 One possibility is that one therefore thinks that what constitutes one “world” turns out to be a metaphysically entirely distinct kind to what constitutes some other “world”. Perhaps one supposes that some worlds are constructed from Platonic universals, and others from tropes. This is an unappealing view. We expect worlds to be woven from the same metaphysical cloth, whatever that cloth might be.  If not, one naturally wonders whether the objects in question are all rightly thought of as possible worlds. So one ought not, I think, be a contingentist about the metaphysical nature of possible worlds themselves. With this in mind, suppose the idea that worlds are constructed out of properties is best understood as the thesis that worlds are complex structured universals. If so, this is the thesis that every possible world is a structured universal. Is this thesis consistent with property contingentism? 


One might think so. We distinguish between what is true of a world (truths about the representational vehicle) and what is true in a world (what the world represents as being true).  Prima facie, as long as it is possible for a complex structured universal, U, which is world, W, to represent that the property instances in W are not instantiations of universals, then we can model property contingentism. But can U represent that? If representation were the only relation at issue, no problem would emerge. That is why linguistic ersatzism faces no problems. The ersatzist can model contingentism as the view that included in each maximal world-making set of sentences are sentences that specify the metaphysical nature of properties, such that some maximal world-making sets specify the properties to be of one metaphysical kind and some maximal world-making sets specify them to be of a different kind.

Plausibly though, if worlds are complex structured universals then the actual world is a concretely instantiated structured universal. Each uninstantiated structured universal is a way things would have been, had that universal been concretely instantiated. Unlike ersatz worlds, which in some sense are merely, ore entirely representational objects, structured universals are representational objects and objects whose nature is such that they can be concretely instantiated.  Indeed, their nature is such that the only way for a structured universal to be concretely realised, is for that universal to be instantiated.  If worlds are structured universals, then it is not enough that some world, w, can represent, of itself, that it is thus and so. It is also necessary that w can represent that of itself, consistent with w being instantiable. For if w is not instantiable then w is not a possible world at all: it is perhaps best described as an impossible world. Our supposition is that w says, of itself, that were it instantiated no universals would be instantiated. But w cannot coherently say that of itself, since if w is instantiated then a universal is instantiated: namely w. 

One might be tempted to suggest that since facts about property individuation have not yet been settled, one and the same property may have different metaphysical natures in different worlds. One might wonder whether the property of being w, might be realised by either a universal or a trope. That is, one might suggest that were w to be concretely realised it would be a complex trope (say) rather than an instantiated universal. But if w is a structured universal then what it is for it to be concrete is for it to be instantiated. There is no good sense to be made of the claim that an instantiated universal is a trope. Now it may well be that we can conceive of a (concrete) world that is qualitatively just like w except that it is not an instantiated universal. It is, perhaps, a complex trope. But that world is not w, moreover, if all worlds are structured universals, then that is not a possible world at all. 

It seems likely that any account of the nature of possible worlds that involves both a representation relation between the vehicle of representation and what is represented, and some further relation such as instantiation, will find itself unable to model property contingentism.  That need not unduly worry the contingentism, since there are other accounts of possible worlds on offer that can model the view. 

4.2 Impossible theories of properties
It is also noteworthy that some accounts of the metaphysics of properties are inconsistent with property contingentism. It would be problematic to combine class nominalism, the view that properties are sets of individuals,
 with contingentism. The most plausible version of class nominalism takes properties to be sets of possible individuals. But if properties are, in this sense at least, trans-world entities composed of individuals across worlds, then they cannot have their natures contingently. 

Even if the class nominalist takes properties to be sets of individuals in C, where C is the class of worlds at which class nominalism is true, the view still sits uneasily with contingentism. Given contingentism, it follows that there is a world, w*, in which properties are not sets of individuals. Yet w* is a member of a class of worlds in which there exist sets of individuals. Why are those sets not properties? There is a dilemma. If sets of individuals are ill-suited to play the property role, then they are not the properties in any classes of worlds, and class nominalism is necessarily false. If sets of individuals are suited to play the property role, then why do sets of individuals in classes of worlds other than C fail to play the property role and thus fail to count as properties?  Thus arguably, if contingentism is true, class nominalism is necessarily false. 

Contingentism does not rule out all forms of nominalism. A nominalism that identifies properties with natural classes of exactly resembling tropes fares better, since we can suppose that only some worlds are worlds in which there exist tropes to be members of such classes. As long as there is a range of views about the metaphysical nature of properties that is consistent with property contingentism, it need not worry the contingentist that her view entails that some views are impossible, as long as the views that it rules out are not the leading contenders. 

5. Revisiting the conceptualist methodology
Suppose we want to know whether water is multiply realisable. According to the conceptualist methodology, this involves knowing (a) that there is a particular actual distribution of properties, such that there is an actual watery substance (something that plays the water role) and (b) that there is a particular actual distribution of properties such that what it is that plays the water role has chemical composition H20 and (c) that there is a possible world, w, with a distribution of properties such that it contains something that plays the water role and (c) that there is distribution of properties in w such that what it is that plays the water role has a chemical composition other than H20. 

Two features present themselves as noteworthy. First, the issue of whether water is multiply realisable cannot be answered without knowing the distribution of properties both actually and in w. Second, the answer to the question is assumed to lie in whether the substance in w is water, not in whether w, so described, is a possible world.
 

What need we specify about the relevant actual and counterfactual natures of properties to determine whether property contingentism is true? In the abstract, we need to know whether there is a world, w, in which there is some entity E, of metaphysical kind, M, such that E plays the property role, and a world, w*, in which there is some entity, E*, of metaphysical kind M*, such that E* plays the property role, and M is not identical to M*. As per the conceptualist methodology, we specify the relevant role by noting that E and E* play the property role, and we specify the relevant internal nature of each by noting that E has nature M, and E* has nature M*.
 Unlike in the case of water, however, the analogous question is not whether, given that w and w* are possible worlds, both E and E* are properties, but instead, whether w and w* are correctly conceivable (and hence possible). 

There is, however, a problem: special features about properties render it difficult to determine whether a world is being correctly conceived or misconceived. Here is why.  The question of how correctly to individuate particular properties across worlds and the question of whether property instances can fall under different metaphysical kinds are deeply interconnected. As we will see, we cannot answer one independent of answering the other. This introduces two “levels” of what I will call humility. 

First there is humility at the level of property individuation. We are ignorant regarding whether properties have a categorical nature or whether their nature is exhausted by their dispositions. This ignorance is both deep and modally broad. It is deep in that it is empirically intractable: no empirical knowledge of our world could determine whether properties have a categorical nature. It is also, to some degree, metaphysically intractable, in the sense that both accounts of the nature of properties are coherent and neither is obviously preferable. So it remains unclear what it would take to come to know whether actual properties have a categorical nature. It is not merely that we cannot rule out one of these views the way we cannot (perhaps) rule out various sceptical hypotheses and thus must give them some small non-zero credence. Rather, the matter is entirely epistemically open. Fix everything about the distribution of properties and objects in the world, and it nevertheless seems to us that we can conceive of our world being one in which properties have categorical natures, and conceive of it being one in which they do not. That is because the difference between properties having a categorical nature and not having such a nature is an invisible difference. It only shows up in the description of the metaphysics of the world. Thus our ignorance is deep, in that not only are both views live candidates, but we are not even clear how we would come to know which is true. 

The ignorance is modally broad because not only do we not know whether actual properties have a categorical nature, but we do not know whether (some or all) counterfactual properties have a categorical nature. 

The second level at which we find humility is with respect to which metaphysical kind property instances fall under. This ignorance is also both deep and modally broad. Again, it is deep because it is entirely epistemically open that actual property instances are, say, instantiated universals or that they are tropes or that they are some other kind of entity altogether. The metaphysical difference between one, versus another, of these views being true is invisible, insofar as it leaves untouched the empirical facts about the world. Thus we can, apparently, conceive that our world is one in which property instances are tropes, and one in which they are instantiated universals. The ignorance is modally broad since we do not know which metaphysical kind counterfactual property instances fall under.
To see how these two forms of humility interact, let us consider two pairs of worlds and see how the conceptualist might go about determining whether the worlds so described are correctly conceivable. Suppose that w is actual, and w* and w+ are counterfactual. Suppose that w* has the same distribution of property instances as w, and that w+ has instances of different properties to the instances in w. That is, the property instances in w+ are instances of alien properties. We will consider the pair of worlds <w, w*>, and <w, w+>. Let us begin with the former pair.

Suppose I can correctly conceive that w and w* share the same distribution of property instances, but differ with respect to which metaphysical kinds those property instances fall under. Then contingentism is vindicated, as is the view that (CONTF) and (CONTA) are the correct principles for individuating properties across worlds (for it follows that it is a contingent matter which metaphysical kind instances of a property, P, fall under). Suppose I cannot correctly conceive of such a pair of worlds. Then either contingentism is false, or, if it is true, no property has instances that fall under different metaphysical kinds. Hence (NECF) and (NECA) are the correct principles of property individuation if contingentism is true. 

In determining whether w and w* are correctly conceivable one faces two problems corresponding to the two levels of humility. First there is the issue of how I can be sure I am conceiving of a pair of worlds with the same distribution of property instances rather than misconceiving of a pair of worlds with a different distribution of property instances. For suppose I conceive of a world (w*) where the very same nomic and causal roles are played as are played actually. Then if actual properties are individuated by their causal or nomic roles, I have conceived of a counterfactual world with the same distribution of property instances as there are actually. But if actual properties have categorical natures and it is a contingent matter that those natures are accompanied by their actual causal and nomic roles, then it is an open question whether a world in which the same causal and nomic roles are played is a world with the same distribution of property instances as there are actually. Some such worlds will certainly fail to be worlds with the same distributions of property instances. Given that our ignorance of whether or not actual properties have categorical natures is both deep and modally broad, it can hardly be surprising that it is difficult to determine whether in describing w* as a world with the same distribution of property instances as there are actually, one is correctly describing w*. 

Our next task is to conceive of w* as being a world in which the property instances fall under a different metaphysical kind to the actual property instances. But suppose I claim I can correctly conceive of the property instances in w* being of a different metaphysical kind than the actual property instances. Perhaps I am correctly conceiving of a world in which the property instances fall under a different metaphysical kind from the actual property instances, but I am misconceiving the world when I think that the property instances in that world are instances of actual properties. In that case I do not correctly conceive w*. The world I correctly conceive is nonetheless one whose existence vindicates contingentism; but is not one that vindicates the most permissive account of property individuation (PIC). Thus I mistakenly conclude that PIC is true on the basis of my misconceiving. Alternatively, perhaps I am correctly conceiving of a world with the same distribution of property instances as there are actually, but misconceiving that these property instances fall under a different metaphysical kind to the actual property instances. Thus, once again, I am not correctly conceiving w*, but am mistakenly conceiving of some other world. My conceiving of this other world fails to vindicate contingentism. 

The first act of misconceiving is easily explained by our humility regarding whether properties have categorical natures. The second act of misconceiving is easily explained by our humility regarding which metaphysical kind actual property instances fall under.

In response to this worry the conceptualist might suggest that we consider, in turn, each of w and w* as though it were the actual world. That is, we bracket our actual epistemic state and stipulate the relevant actual natures of property instances and then consider whether, under that assumption we find w* correctly conceivable. We can then make an alternative stipulation about actual properties, and determine whether w* is correctly conceivable in the light of that stipulation. 

The idea is that we can know certain modal truths, at least in the abstract, without knowing everything about the actual world. We could come to know that water is necessarily whatever its actual composition turns out to be, without knowing that water is actually H20. For we could suppose that the world in which water is H20 is the actual world, then notice that water is H20 of necessity. Then we could suppose that the world in which water is, say, H4S, is the actual world, and notice than if so, water is H4S of necessity. Thus even if we do not know of what water is composed, we cannot correctly conceive of a pair of worlds in which water is H20 in one world, and H4S in the other world: at least one such world is not correctly conceivable. 

By parity, we can describe the relevant features of w then stipulate that it is the actual world. Doing so effectively closes the epistemic gap that fuels our two levels of humility, for we will stipulate whether actual properties have a categorical nature, and will stipulate which metaphysical kind actual properties fall under. Then we can consider whether we can correctly conceive of w*. Or so the suggestion goes. 

Even so, we are pushing to the limit our capacity to determine whether we are correctly conceiving a world. The epistemic uncertainty present if we are uncertain whether water is actually H20 or H4S is modally broad, but it is not deep. While there may be pairs of worlds superficially alike with respect to the distribution of watery stuff, if one has water and the other lacks it then we know that those worlds differ with respect to their distribution of property instances. Such a pair of worlds is not empirically indistinguishable, and we know (at least in the abstract) how we could settle the question of what water is actually. So even if we are ignorant of the actual nature of water, we can be confident that we can discriminate worlds in which the watery substance is realised by different substances. We are merely ignorant of which world is actual.  


That is not so once the question involves the nature of properties. Suppose we stipulate that actually, properties lack a categorical nature and are individuated by their causal roles, and that each property instance is identical to a trope. Then I ask myself whether I can correctly conceive of w*, a world with the same distribution of property instances as there are actually, but in which those instances are instantiations of universals. Stipulating these facts about the actual world does not bridge the epistemic gap between the property instances with which I am familiar, and the metaphysical nature of those instances. Despite the stipulation, I may be unable fully to bracket my epistemic state. The fact that I find it an open possibility that, actually, property instances are instantiated universals may ground my finding it conceivable that w* is a world where property instance are instantiated universals, despite my sincere contention that I am stipulating that actually, property instances are tropes. 


Here is another way to put the point. Even if, in fact, what it is to be an actual instance of property, P, is to be an instantiation of universal, I, I may find myself able to conceive of a world, such as w*, in which instances of P are not instantiations of I. Since the metaphysical nature of P is invisible, I can take myself to be conceiving of a world with a particular distribution of properties, (including instances of P) and then stipulate that those property instances have a particular metaphysical nature—namely they are not instantiations of a universal but are instead, say, tropes. But it might be that in conceiving of a world as having that distribution of property instances I have thereby, unbeknownst to me, conceived of a world where property instances are instantiations of universals. When I then stipulate that the property instances in said world are tropes, I have conceived of an impossible world. Yet by my lights the world appears possible, since it seems to be correctly conceivable.


Let us consider our second pair of worlds, <w, w+>. Recall that w+ is a world with alien property instances.  If I can correctly conceive that actual property instances are of metaphysical kind K, and the property instances in w+ are of metaphysical kind K*, then I have conceived of a pair of worlds that vindicates contingentism (though does not vindicate the claim that actual properties can have instances that fall under different metaphysical kinds to the kinds of the actual instances). Notice that it is not clear that the task of conceiving of a world populated by alien properties presents any less of a challenge in terms of determining whether I am correctly conceiving of the world I claim to be. Even setting that aside, however, parallel issues to those previously considered arise with respect to the two kinds of humility. 


Can I be confident that in conceiving w+ I am conceiving of a world with instances of different properties to the instances in w, and where those property instances are of a different metaphysical kind to those in w? First, how do I know that the property instances in w+ and the property instances in w are instances of different properties? Suppose I describe w+ as a world in which the property instances play different causal or nomic roles than the actual property instances. Then if actual property instances are individuated by their causal or nomic roles, it follows that the instances in w+ are instances of different properties to those in w. Nevertheless, given our humility regarding property individuation I cannot rule out that actual property instances have categorical natures that do not track causal or nomic roles. Thus I cannot rule out that the property instances in w+, despite playing different causal and nomic roles, are instances of the very same properties as those in w. Thus given that our ignorance of whether or not actual properties have categorical natures is both deep and modally broad, I cannot be sure that I am correctly conceiving w+. Moreover, if I am misconceiving w+ by supposing its property instances to be instances of different properties to the property instances in w, I may well be misconceiving when I claim that the property instances in w+ are of a different metaphysical kind to those in w. For if the property instances in w and w+ are instances of the same properties, and if every instance of any property, P, is of the same metaphysical kind, (if PIN is true) then it follows that when I claim to be conceiving of a world, w+, where the property instances are of different metaphysical kinds to w, I am misconceiving that world.  


To be sure, the likelihood that in conceiving of w+ one is misconceiving of a world with the very same properties as w is not high. So the mere fact that one is ignorant of the principles of property individuation, and hence that one cannot rule out that w+ is a world with the same properties as actually, does not make this a likely scenario. Thus an appeal to humility regarding property individuation provides only weak grounds to be suspicious of whether or not one is correctly conceiving w+.  If there are good grounds for being suspicious of whether one is correctly conceiving w+, these must lie with the second kind of humility: humility with respect to under which metaphysical kind property instances fall.


If I am correctly to conceive of w+, it must be a world whose property instances are of a different metaphysical kind to the instances in w. Since it is epistemically open which metaphysical kind actual property instances fall under, I must consider various different ways that w might be, and then under each such supposition consider w+. That is, I must consider as actual a world in which, say, property instances are immanent universals, and under that supposition consider whether I can correctly conceive that w+ is a world in which property instances are tropes. If I can so conceive, then I have good reason to suppose that contingentism is true. 


Suppose I claim, as the contingentist does, to be able to correctly conceive that w+ is a world in which property instances are tropes: it is tropes that play the property role in w+. Despite the fact that I am explicitly supposing that the actual world is a world in which property instances are immanent universals, I may be unable fully to bracket my epistemic state: namely that in fact I find it an open possibility that actual property instances are tropes. Insofar as I find it entirely conceivable that actual property instances are tropes, I ought also to find it conceivable that the property instances in w+ are tropes. Then my finding it conceivable that the property instances in w+ are tropes might be due to the fact that I give reasonable credence to the hypothesis that actual property instances are tropes. If I am unable to bracket my finding it conceivable that actual instances are tropes when I consider w+, it will be unsurprising that I find it conceivable that in w+ the property instances are tropes. 


The general problem is that the conceptualist methodology requires that I know about the internal natures of actual property instances when I attempt to determine, of some counterfactual world, whether I can correctly conceive that property instances in that world are of a different metaphysical kind to their actual kind. But here humility gets in the way, since the best I can do is to suppose that certain things are true in the actual world: to suppose, for instance that actual property instances are immanent universals. The conceptualist methodology therefore also requires that I can entertain this supposition whilst bracketing my actual uncertainty about the nature of property instances. But it is as least plausible that the reason I find myself able to conceive that the instances in w+ are of a different metaphysical kind to the kind they are actually, is because of my epistemic uncertainty about what they are actually. At the very least, while the contingentist might maintain that she is correctly conceiving of w and w+ and therefore that she has good reason to endorse contingentism, a necessitarian who accepts the conceptualist methodology might just as plausibly contend that she has no reason to endorse contingentism given that there is an equally good explanation of why one might think one can correctly conceive of w+ even though one is misconceiving it. This is not an apodictic argument against contingentism or the conceptualist methodology. Rather, it points to the fact that the two kinds of humility make it difficult to determine whether one is correctly conceiving of the relevant classes of worlds or misconceiving those worlds. Thus one might easily resist the contingentist’s argument, within her own framework, by explaining the appearance as of being able to correctly conceive of the pair of worlds <w, w+> in terms of understandable misconceptions arising due to our epistemic status.

6. Conclusion
The conceptualist need not think that all modal questions must be answered by appealing to the conceptualist methodology. Perhaps there are other grounds for endorsing contingentism. Nevertheless, until such independent motivations are brought forth, there seems little reason for the rest of us to take up the banner of contingentism, as least with respect to properties. 
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� That is, whether there is any world answering to the description attributed to w. 
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