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Abstract This paper examines a recent proposal for reviving so-called resemblance
nominalism. It is argued that, although consistent, it naturally leads to #rope theory

upon examination for reasons having to do with the appeal of neutrality as regards
certain non-trivial ontological theses.

1 Introduction

In the philosophical literature concerning ontology, two nominalists alternatives have
been traditionally opposed, on the one hand, to the bundle theory (conceiving of
reality as constituted by instances of universals bundled together) and, on the other
hand, to the substratum theory of Aristotelian and Lockean derivation (consisting of
the claim that every thing is coEﬁomoa of properties plus a property-less ‘basis’ in
which these properties inhere).! These alternatives are resemblance nominalism and
trope theory. The former is the claim that only concrete particulars exist, and
properties are derivative on similarity relations holding among them. The latter has
it, instead, that only particularized properties (ot understood as instances of .
universals, but rather as ‘abstract particulars,” i.e., tropes) exist, and complex
particulars are bundles of tropes. Resemblance nominalism can be traced to Carnap
(1928) and was developed by Price (1953). Trope theory appears in the work of
Stout in the 1920s (see Stout (1921, 1923) and was more recently advocated, most
notably, by Williams (1953}, Campbell (1981, 1990) and Simons (1994).

While trope theory has recently become fairly popular, new work by Rodriguez-
Pereyra hugely improved on the pre-existing resemblance nominalist proposals, so
much so that any nominalist {oz, for that matter, any ontologist) must now take
resemblance nominalism as 2 serious metaphysical perspective.

"The latter is also described as based on the postulation of ‘bare particulars.” It must be pointed out that,
although they usually introduce substrata with a view to kegping universals while also satisfactorily
accounting for individuality, substratum theorists can understand properties both as’ universals and as
tropes, See, for instance, LaBossiere (1994) who endorses a substrata-plus-tropes oﬁo_am%.
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In this paper, I analyse Rodriguez-Pereyra’s suggestions as to how to deal with
the traditional difficulties that are supposed to make resemblance nominalism
unworkable. 1 conclude that the proposal is consistent, but naturaily leads one to see
trope theory as preferable in terms of simplicity, intuitive plausibility and, most
1mportantly, avoidance of commitments to specific ontological theses. The structure
of the paper is as follows.

In Section 1, I preliminarily argue for the dispensability of universals. I introduce
the crucial argument in favour of realism about universals, namely, that similarity
facts can, allegedly, only be accounted for by postulating universals, and ¥ explain
how, in my opinion, the nominalist must conceive of similarity facts to avoid this
conclusion. In Section 2, I look at Rodriguez-Pereyra’s resemblance nominalism,
pointing to the ingenious ways in which he solves the problems usually considered
fatal for the theory. In Section 3, I argue that the same results can be attained without
incux:xing equally high ontological costs, although at the ‘price’ of endorsing (a
certain version of) trope theory. In Section 4, I conclude the paper by sketching
responses to some customary objections to trope theory.

2 Similarity and the Alleged Indispensability of Universals

The basic ontological argument in favour of the conclusion that the similarities
between particular things require the postulation of multiply instantiable entities is

the celebrated one-over-many argument first devised by Plato [see Phaedo (65d4-
66a3)]. The argument can be formulated as follows:

1, Any property P exemplified by a particular is ontologically distinet from that particular.
2. As it can (and does in fact) happen that many particulars all have the same

property P, P can be (is) exemplified by more than one thing at the same time.
3.

Therefore, P is separate and distinct from each particular and is a ‘one-over-many,’
4. As P must always be available for predication and allow for all degrees of P-
ness,” an entity exists that is the most perfect case of P-ness, and it is everlasting,
5. Whatever is, like P, a one-over-many, separated, and everlasting entity that gets
exemplified by concrete particulars is a universal. '

6. Therefore, every actual property is in reality an instantiated universal,

As is well-known, the Platonic view of properties meets with problems: If
properties are conceived as ideas actually existing as separate from the actual world (to
use the technical definition, if they exist as ante res universals), then an explanation of
the refation between them and what we experience must be given. However, this
explanation seems impossible to develop due to unavoidable infinite regress. Plato
himself ;ealized this in his Parmenides, where [131e-133a] he laid the basis for the
argument that, thanks to Aristotle, came to be known as the third man argument,

In the light of this difficulty, Axistotle tejected anfe res universals and argued that
properties should, instead, be understood as immanent (in rebus). That is, that
universals are real entities, but they do not have to be — in fact, cannot be — distinct
from their instances; instead, they are *fully present’ in the latter.® This move avoids

Z . . - .
For Aristotle, in rebus universals constitute the formal element that qualifies matter.
@ Springer

Resembling particulars: what nominalism? 167

the third man argument as universal forms and particular qualities instantiated by
real objects are numerically identical (not just similar), and so no explanation of their
relation is required. Although several contemporary authors do endorse a Platonic
ante res realism about universals®, it is this Aristotelian perspective that appears
more plausible nowadays.* Immanent realism about universals undoubtedly explains
similarity. However, does this mean that universals undeniably exist?

"The argument in favour of the idea that it is necessary to commit oneself to the
existence of universals might be scen as a sort of indispensability argument. Such
arguments conclude that some kind of entity must exist by showing that the
assumption that it does exist cannot be dispensed without explanatory loss in some
domain.® Because the ontelogical indispensability of entity(-type) x entails that there
are some facts that cannot be explained except by making recourse to x, the non-
indispensability of x can be established by showing that the same facts can be
explained by entities other than x. Thus, we need to ask whether resemblances
between things can be accounted for without having recourse to universals. This
means to look for a plausible nominalist account of similarity.

To succeed in this task, the nominalist must, first of all, find a way to avoid what is
known as Russell’s regress. According to Russell (1912; Chapter 9), if the nominalist
explains similarity by saying that there exist specific resemblances among particulars,
then s/he needs to account for what makes each resembling pair exhibit the same
relation, ie., a resemblance relation (which, of course, cannot be understood as a
universal). One might suggest claiming that any twe specific instances of resemblance
resemble each other. However, if the nominalist wants to avoid positing infinite
particular instances of resemblance (among particulars, then among resemblances
among particulars, then among resemblances among resemblances among particulars,
and so on), s/he can only do so by accepting resemblance as a universal in his/her
ontology. However, this move is exactly what nominalists attempt to avoid, as if they
acknowledge the need for one universal, then. their basic claim that universals are just
useful fictions that can be consistently dispensed with gets fatally weakened.

It, thus, looks as though a proper nominalist selution to the similarity problem can
only be based on the claim that an explanation of resemblance facts does not require
a commitment to the existence of additional entities over and above the things that

3 Gee, for example, Plantinga {1974), Bealer (1982), Hale (1987), Tooley (1927), 2nd Grossman (1992).

# The most strenuous current defender of realism about universals along Aristotelian lines is certainly
Armstrong (see, for example, his 1978 and 1989). He endorses and reiferates the one-over-many atgument,
and he also expands the justification of realism about universals based on language by taking universals as
necessaty for truth-making. At the same time, Armstrong rejects the sort of transcendental rezlism
developed along Platonic-Russetlian lines and presents his position as an a posteriori immanent realism
about universals: He believes that there is no automatic correlation between predicates and universals end
that we need to discover what universals really exist (namely, what predicates truly correspond to real
properties) through the empirical work of science. This is the basis for the distinction between a sparse
and an abundant conception of properties that will be employed later.

% A classic example is the argument for the reality of humbers on the basis that eliminating numbers from
our postulated ontology would leave physics severely impoverished. ‘See Quine (1960) and Putnem
(1979).

6 However, it is possible o claim that commitment to the existence of one universal is different — and
better — from commitment to realism. about universals fout court. See Rodriguez-Pereyra (2002) and his
distinction between quantitative and qualitative economy.
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- are similar. Indeed, it seems to me that the strategy the nominalist must put into
practice is to endorse the claim that « resembles b exclusively in virtue of @ and b and
“the way they are and not because of some other entity making them similar,

That this is not a simplistic account and is instead sufficient as an explanation can
best be seen by thinking about the notion of resemblance at the level of common
sense. In the case of ordinary objects, it seems to me, similarities are established by
experiencing things separately and then acknowledging the fact that they have the
same ‘causal’ efficacy and the same relations with other things around them, not by
making reference to some further entity or factor ‘making’ them similar to each
other.” It is unclear why one should postulate such a cause of similarity at the level
of ontological analysis. That is, it is unclear why one should not make do with the
claim that all particulars (especially the simplest ones to the existence of which one
is committed on the basis of one’s specific ontology) are similar to each other in
virtue of the fact that they exist as such-and-such entities.

In more detail, it appears natural to say that the ‘causal’ role played in the world
by each particular is defined as soon as that particular exists. However, if such a
causal Tole is everything that is required to establish whether the particular is or is
not similar to another particular, it follows that the existence of the particular (as the
particular with such and such qualitative/causal features) is sufficient for establishing
facts of similarity or dissimilarity. From this, a ‘reductionist’ understanding of
similarity facts follows, which entails, among other things, that Russell’s regress
does ot arise. For no resemblance relation is ever posited as determining any
similarity fact, and similarities are reduced to internal relations among things that
supervene on these things’ existence.

H it is objected that this view conceming similarity and the dispensability of
universals is essentially based on an intuition (to the effect that resembiance facts do no
need a cause and immediately follow from the existence of the resembling things), one
can reply that the realist’s idea that, given facts of resemblance, we need to accept the
existence of universals is equally based on intuition. That is, that the position according
to which exemplification grounds predication is at least on a par with the alterhative
view, defended in this study, that such grounding is in fact not needed,

If this is correct, the dispensability of universals is established, and it is possible
to examine the prospects for a nominalist ontology, doing away with both substrata
and multiply instantiable universals, in more detail.

3 Resemblance Nominalism

The central idea of resemblance nominalism can be summarized by saying that the
initial step in Plato’s one-over-many argument for realism about universals is flawed.
Realists claim that propertics are ontologically distinct from the particulars

" Of course, T am not sugpesting that the acf of judging two things similar makes them 50, but rather that
the causal features that things possess are sufficient to determine the facts of similarity or dissimitarity they
are involved in as we experience them. Also, I put terms related to causality among quotes to avoid
endorsing realism about it. If one is scepticai about causation, the former can be reduced to regularities in
the observed world. Nothing in the thesis being put forward hinges upon a strong understanding of
causality.
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exemplifying them and that things resemble each other because each one of them
instantiates literally the same entity, i.e., the universal corresponding to the property
the things have in common. Resemblance nominalists, instead, deny that properties
constitute an autonomous ontological category, They reverse the customary order of
explanation and take properties to be ‘by-products’ of the obtaining of resemblance
relations. The latter, crucially, are considered primitive and not in need {(nor allowing
for) further analysis. o

The first explicitly to endorse this position was Price (1953). According to him,
resemblance classes are determined by similarities between particulars and
paradigms intended in the sense of ‘privileged’ entities whose properties are not,
in tum, determined by relations with other particulars. The view is, then, that
paradigms (or ‘exemplars’) determine similarity classes and “hold a class together”
(Ib.; pp. 21-22).¥ However, the rather obvious question “What determines that the
paradigm is to count as a paradigm, and what makes it a paradigm for a specific
property rather than another?” led the majority of resernblance nominalists to opt for
a different view. Namely, one in which no paradigms are required, but only
similarities holding between any particular and any other. This specific version of
resemblance nominalism will be analysed in what follows, making reference to the
author who did the most in recent times to improve it and make it a sophisticated and
consistent ontological view (see Rodriguez-Pereyra 2001, 2002, 2003),

First of all, one problem arises for Rodriguez-Pereyra regarding the claim that he
endorses that the joint existence of the resembling individuals is the truth-maker for
claims as to their similarity. For, as he admits, if the joint existence of @ and b is
sufficient for the truth of the claim that ‘a resembles b’, then the claim should be true
also in possible worlds in which @ and 4 are not similar and yet they both exist.’ But
then similarity and existence do not go hand in hand as needed, and similarity still
requires an explanation. Rodriguez-Pereyra argues that this difficulty is overcome by -
denying transworld identities, namely that things in different worlds can be jdentical.
This is obtained by endorsing Lewis’s Counterpart Theory (1968, 1986; pp. 192—
263), which is essentially the claim that individuals only exist in one world and
correspond to individuals in other worlds via a relation (the counterpart relation) that
is weaker than identity. Such a view indeed allows one to claim that each particular
has the properties it has necessarily. A first element to be kept in mind is, then, that
Rodriguez-Pereyra is forced to embrace counterpart theory. ‘

Apart from the need to provide an explanation of similarity and to avoid Russell’s
regress, resemblance nominalists are required to deal with four fundamental
obstacles (the last two of which were first pointed out by Goodman (1972) by

way of criticism of Camnap’s resemblance nominalist intuitions in the Anfbau [1928
(196M7:

1. The many-over-one difficulty: If particulars are not analysable in terms of the
properties they exemplify, and properties do net in fact constitute an
independent ontological category, how can a single particulat; which is to be

® A Pricean position has been defended in more recent times by Cargile (2003).

? This is possible because, while it is true that the joint existence of two particulars is sufficient to make

them similar or dissimilar, the resemblance classes to which a particular belongs may vary across possible
worlds.
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understood as ‘non-composite” with respect to qualities, resemble different sets
of other particulars and, consequently, possess many different properties?

*2. The coextension problem: Assuming that similarities determine the properties
that exist, if the sets of resembling particulars determining properties A and B
are constituted by the same individvals, what is it that makes property A distinct

. from property B?

3. The companionship difficulty: According to resemblance nominalism, max-

©. - imality is required for the set of resembling particulars determining property A.

That is, the set must comprise all individuals said to possess property A, and no
individual resembling all those particulars can fail to be in the set (otherwise, it
would resemble all A particulars and yet fail to be one, which is impossible
according to resemblance nominalism). If this is the case, although, how can one
account for possibilities in which, for instance, all individuals with property A
also have property B but not vice versa? In such a scenario, there would indeed
exist particulars that are similar to every A particular (albeit with respect to B)
and yet fail to belong to the property set for A.

4. The imperfect community problem: As it is possible for a set to contain

individuals that all resemble each other but, nevertheless, do not all have the

same property, how is the resemblance nominalist to distinguish genuine from
non-genuine resemblances?*®

The first difficulty (the many-over-one) is eliminated as soon as one understands
. that, from the perspective of resemblance nominalism, properties supervene on
" resemblance facts and not vice versa. That is, that one should not conceive of
different ‘aspects’ of things in virtue of which the latter belong to' varicus similarity
sets: This is exactly the assumption that lcads toward the sort of realism about
properties that the resemblance nominalist rejects. Rather, resemblances being

primitive, one should not seek an explanation for the fact that an individual belongs

(or can belong) to more than one property set and should instead acknowledge that
this fact is just due to the way things are. The other difficulties reveal much mote
interesting features of resemblance nominalism.

The coexiension problem is solved, claims Rodriguez-Pereyra (2002; Chapter 5),
if one takes property sets as comprising individuals in all possible worlds. According
to this perspective, an individual has property P if and only if it resembles all
Ppossible P particulars. Especially under the assumption that properties are sparse, he
explains, it must be possible to tell two distinct properties A and B apart in this way.
For the intensions of A and B must have at least one difference, and this, it seems,
determines the non-identity of the particulars possessing A with those exemplifying
B in at least one possible world. Conversely, the coextension (across worlds) of the
resemblance sets determining A and B should entail that A and B are in actual fact
the same property. With this, the traditional example of ‘having a heart’ and ‘having
a Kidney” and similar ones are indeed shown not to be a problem, as it is a mere
«contingency that all animals have both organs (it might even be just false, given the
possibility of temporary lack of heart or kidney(s) during a transplaat). Room seems

"® If one wants to avoid talk of ‘same property’, the problem might be formulated as that of explaining

why the sum of the non-empty and nou-overlapping intersections of any three (or more) distinct property
classes does not constitute a property class.
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to be left for a potential rejoinder based upon the conceivability of necessarily
coextensive distinct properties: Is it not possible that two propetties are necessarily
compresent in all the individuals in which one of them is exemplified? Rodriguez-
Pereyra rightly rejects this scenario. In all putative counterexamples one can come
up with (for instance ‘is triangular’ and “is trilateral’), it sppears to be possible to
individuate what is common to the properties being pointed at and define that as the
real property, the existence of which one must comumit oneself to (in this case,
something like ‘has the shape of a triangle’).

1 take it, then, that Rodriguez-Pereyra can provide a satisfactory answer to the
coextension problem. However, he can only do so at the cost of incurring a second —
surely not insignificant — metaphysical commitment. As properties are entirely
defined in terms of resemblance sets, and these, as we have just seen, need to
comprise particulars in all possible worlds, the resemblance nominalist is forced to
endorse realism about possible worlds,

Rodriguez-Pereyra overcomes the companionship problem by refining the notion
of resemblance and making it ‘come in degrees.” The key idea is that two particulars
a and b share n properties if and only if ‘a resembles b to degree n’ is true (Ib.;
Chapter 10, Section 2], and that resemblance sets must be identified with maximal
perfect communities, that is, with groups of particulars that all resemble each other to
the same degree. In a case of companionship where all F particulars are also G
particulars but not the other way around (and no other similarities are involved), the
G particulars form a maximal perfect community of degree 2 (as all the G particulars
have property F as well as G), whereas the F particulars form a maximal perfect
community of degree 1. Hence, we can distinguish between a property and its
companion. To use a concrete example (which, of course, for simplicity, assumes the
existence of properties in a way that is illegitimate for the resemblance nominalist),
take particulars a, b, and ¢ to be all red, but only a and b to be square, while ¢ is
round. Particulars @, b, and ¢ constitute a- perfect community of degree 1 of red
things, and particulars ¢ and b a perfect community of degree 2 of square things that
are also red (roundness, instead, is shared by ¢ with particulars other than @ and ).

Once again, the proposed solution works, but only at a price, namely, that of
substituting the relatively intuitive notion of resemblance with 2 more complex
relation that is made relative to degrees. The resemblance nominalist does not
possess criteria of property individuation other than resemblance itself, and so
cannot understand the above bi-conditional (n shared properties<>resemblance to
degree n) as a definition of resemblance to a degree. To the contrary, s’he must take
the larter notion as primitive.

As for the problem of imperfect community, Rodriguez-Pereyra’s proposal (Ib.;
Chapter 9, especially pp. 169-172) is to replace resemblance with an iterative
relation. This relation, call it R*, is defined as follows: Two particulars are related by
R* iff they share a property; two ordered pairs of particulars <a, 5> and <¢, d> are
related by R* iff @ and b share a property that ¢ and d also share; two ordered pairs of
pairs <<a, b>, <¢, d>> and <<, f>, <g, I>> are related by R* iff the property
shared by <a, &> and <¢, d> is also shared by <e, f> and <g, >, and so on. A
perfect community is, on this construal, such that its members are related by R* to
each other and, moreover, pairs of members, pairs of paits of members, pairs of pairs
of pairs of members (and so on) also are all in the relation R* to each other. This
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effectively guarantees that only perfect communities (in which the same property is
shared by all members) are individuated by the resemblance relation, _

But once meore, and in this case perhaps in the most patent way, the cost of a
consistent resemblance nominalism is quite high. What must be taken as the
essential fact about things in the world, accounting for all their properties, tutns out
to be a rather abstract and complex relation and not similarity as it is commonly
intended (as it should be obvious by now, the expression ‘share a property’ enters the
definition of R* only as a figure of speech, and the latter resemblance relation must
be understood as a fundamental primitive, and one of a rather complex kind).'!

Let us take stock. As it is construed in the framework of Rodriguez-Pereyra’s -

‘resemblance nominalism, resemblance becomes an iterative relation among not only
particulars but paits of particulars, pairs of pairs of particulars and so on; it needs to
range over particulars in all possible worlds, with the latter realistically intended, and
it requires a commitment to counterpart theory.

Moreover, and this will turn out to be important in what follows, properties with
only one instance, which are surely conceivable, must also be defined by the
resemblance nominalist in terms of resembling particulars. And this has the
consequence, suggested by Rodriguez-Pereyra himself (Ib.; pp. 90-91), that it must
be accepted as a possibility that the fact that a particular in the actual world has a
property is explained exclusively on the basis of a resemblance between that
particular and particulars in other possible worlds. For if only particular @ has
property P in the actual world, and yet a’s instantiating P must be explained in terms
of similarities between « and other particulars, then  must necessarily be similar to
particulars in worlds other than the actual,*?

True, Rodrignez-Pereyra can claim that, because he had set himself the task of
defining a consistent resemblance nominalism, his attempt is successful; however, it
is quite another thing to consider — because of the consistency of the suggested view —
resemblance nominalism compelling vis-a-vis other ontological options.

4 Towards Trope Theory

The reasoning underpinning resemblance nominalism can be surnmarised as follows:

{(al) Facts of resemblance ground the exemplification of properties.
(a2) Resemblance requires at least two particulars.

! After having offered solutions to the traditionat problems affecting resemblance nominalism,
Rodriguez-Pereyra also deals with one remaining problem (2002; Chapter k1), consisting of the fact
that the conditions he individuates for sets of resembling particulars are also met by what he calls ‘mere
intersections.” That is, the particulars in the intersection of two perfect communities determining properties
A and B also form a perfect community, as they all possess the conjunctive property A+B and no other

particular has that property. To get rid of this problem, Rodriguez-Pereyra assumes that there exist no

sparse conjunetive properties.

" In additfon, the notion of ‘resemblance to degree n* that Rodriguez-Pereyra smploys to solve the
companionship difficuley presupposes that every entity can only have a finite number of spatse properties,
for it would be impossible to distinguish a property from another on the basis of the ‘resembles to degree
#’ relation if the degree of similarity were equal to infinity for all the particulars in both the resemblance
set defermining one of these properties and in that determining the other. However, that each entity only
has a finite amount of sparse propetties appears plausible.
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(a3) Since particulars can enter into many resemblance relations without this entailing
that they are analysable, the multiplicity of properties exhibited by things can be
accounted for by making reference exclusively to concrete particulars.

(a4) Therefore, the »>1 concrete particulars involved in a resemblance relation are
the sole truth-makers of claims as to their similarity. :

{(a5) Therefore, the n>>1 concrete particulars involved in a resemblance relation are
the sole truth-makers of claims regarding properties and their exemplification.

How can this reasoning be modified (if at all) to avoid the commitments pointed
at in the previous section?

A key idea is expressed by (a3): That the same concrete particular can belong to
different resemblance classes without this entailing that the particylar is analysable
any further (let alone in terms of properties). Rodriguez-Pereyra claims that this must
be considered as an advantage for resemblance nominalism. He rejects what is
known as ostrich nominalism (the position that predication does not need an
explanation and a is the truth-maker of every claim of the form ‘a is P') exactly
because, according to him, the latter is unable to account for the multiplicity of
properties in particulars (2002; pp. 43-46)."* However, one might reply that to allow
for the analysability of complex particulars in terms of simple components does by
no means affect the ability to account for the multiplicity of properties of concrete
particulars. .

Suppose that ordinary particulars can be analysed in terms of simpler elements,
where ‘simple’ and ‘complex’ are intended as synonymous with ‘with one property
only’ and ‘with #>1 properties’, tespectively (that is, in resemblance nominalist
jargon, to ‘belonging to one resemblance class’ and ‘belonging to n>1 resemblance
classes’). It looks as though, under this assumption, Rodriguez-Pereyra’s analysis of
properties can still perfectly apply to complex particulars,

On the other hand, it can also be seen that, with this modification, many of the
problems affecting resemblance nominalism would disappear (provided that only
simple particulars are taken as fundamental elements of reality). The many-over-one
problem would not constitute a treat, as every ontologically basic particular would
only belong to one resemblance class, and every particular with many properties, as
just said, would be analysed in terms of simple components. Moreover, there would
not be a subset of any property class also being a (different) property class, for that
subset would be composed of particulars with only one property, and the same as
that of the particulars in the initial property class. For analogous reasons, there would
not exist imperfect communities {a set of particulars would all resemble each other
only if they all had the same property) and the coextension (or intersection) of
different property classes would also be impossible (for the coextension or
intersection of two or more different sets requires at least some individuals in the
sets to belong to more than one set, which is assumed to never be the case). In short,
by identifying sparse properties with those determined by resemblances between

13 The definition ‘ostrich nominalism’ is due to Armstrong (1978; vol. 1, p. 16) who coined it on the basis
of the fact that the position acknowledges that there are facts of property-exemplification, but then simply

refuses to accept that these need an explanation. An ostrich nominalist position is defended by Devitt
(1980} and Van Cleve (1994).
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simple particulars only belonging to one resemblance class', most traditional
problems for resemblance nominalism would be solved without the need to construct
a complex (analogue to the) resemblance relation.

To look for such “ultimate’ simple particulars should indeed seem appealing to those
endorsing (as Rodriguez-Pereyra does) a sparse conception of properties as it is science
that suggests to us that reality is ultimately composed of a limited number of simple
constituents. (No commitment to physicalist reductionism is being suggested: It just
appears plausible to claim that these alleged fundamental entities are what one shonld
look at when defining one’s ontological description of material reality).'®

The possibility is, therefore, definitely worth exploring of saying that the only
properties one should be committed to are those determined by resemblances between
simple particulars and that every particular which is not simple should be analysed in terms
of truly simple particulars, that is, of particulars belonging to only one property class.

Tt might seem that this does not prevent from endorsing resemblance nominalism, for
the basic simiples are still particulars with properties. Nonetheless, here is, to the contrary,
where 1 believe two fundamental facts emerge that render trope ontology preferable.

On the cne hand, as we have seen, the resemblance nominalist invokes
realistically intended possible worlds to avoid the coextension problem (by saying
that contingent coextensions are not sufficient for defining properties), and the
problem with properties with only one instance (by saying that the particular
instantiating that property does so in virtue of its similarities with particulars in other
possible worlds). Now, although limiting the similarities determining properties to
those holding among particulars only belonging to one resemblance class aliows one
to prevent coextensions from arising, the other difficulty remains for the resemblance
nominalist.. That is, one-instance properties still demand realism about possible
worlds. On the other hand, as s/he takes the particulars belonging to property classes to
be toncrete particulars, the resemblance nominalist (at least according to Rodriguez-
Pereyra’s depiction of the theory) must still avoid the admission of the. possibility that
the joint existence of 2 is not sufficient for # and b being P by endorsing counterpart
theory (for that a concrete particular does not necessarily belong to the resemblance
class for P is true regardiess of whether it has only one property, or more).

The trope theorist, however, who identifies each basic particular with its
qualitative content, can dispense with both possible worlds and counterpart theory:
‘Within trope theory, the possibility of a P particular not Aaving property P is
discarded at the outset (at least for simple particulars) because a P particular is a
property (that is, a trope of type) P.*® As for one-instance properties, these do not

¥ Rodriguez-Pereyra’s terms, | am in effect hypothesizing that only properties deiermined by
resemblances of degree 1 are real propetties.

15 The reply that physics denjes that the basic constituents of reality onfy have one property and so the
proposal above is refuted ignores that ontology should not contradict best science but can certainly go
beyond what it currently says. Perhaps elementary particies are analysable.

16 This, incidentally, allows one to make sense of ostrich nominalism. The central idea behind ostrich
nominalism is, as we have scen, that ‘e is P* can be true and yet require no explanation other than that
exists. It seerns to me-that such a position becomes convincing as soon as it is assumed that property
classes are composed by tropes rather than concrete particulars. if a is a trope, it Follows that it is a
particular property. However, this means that ‘g is P’ is to be intended as an identity claim rather than a
predication. From which it follows that, given a, it is necessarily true that ‘a is P°.
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force one to have recourse to possible worlds in the context of trope theory because
they ‘explain themselves,’ as it were, and do not require similarities holding between
particulars. ,

We are, thus, in a situation in which a sensible hypothesis of analysability .of
things in terms of simple particulars - belonging to one resermblance class only —-
allows the nominalist to overcome most of the difficulties besetting resemblance
nominalism without postulating such a complex relation as Rodriguez-Pereyra’s R*,
and in which, moreover, understanding these simple particulars as tropes rather than
concrete particulars additionally allows one to aveid a commitment to certain strong
ontological theses (counterpart theory and realism about possible worlds) that
Rodriguez-Pereyra is forced to subscribe to.

Trope theory also naturally accounts for similarity, It does this in terms of equality
of properties (that is, in the terms used previously, of the similar particulars’ equality
of causal powers) rather than the other way around. For tropes are essentially
identifiable with their qualitative/causal content and so ‘come already equipped” with
the similarities involving them.!”

In the light of the foregoing arguments, the possibility should be contemplated, it
seetns to me (both for specific reasons having to do with resemblance nominalism’s
pros and cons, and for more intuitive motivations having to do with the priority of
properties over similarities'®), that resemblance nominalistm is mistaken in its central
assumption and that things resemble each other because they have (in actual fact,
are) propertics, and not the other way around.

5 Conclusions

It emerges that (at least against the background of a spatse conception of properties)
the differences among the two available forms of nominalism are smaller than
commonly believed. And that a choice is perhaps to be made exclusively on the
basis of the ontological demands that cach account brings with itself. I suggested that
trope theory is preferable because it avoids all the commitments that resemblance

nominalism imposes and naturally explains similarity as an internal relation {and
emergent properties). :

7 Notice that conclusion (e4) above must be intended as the claim that the two or more concrete
particulars involved in a resemblance relation are the sole truth-makers of the sentence expressing it, and
as a consequence, the truth-malers for the statements attributing a specific property to them. In a trope
ontology, (a4) would be equaily true, but as the claim that the two or mere particulars that are the sole
truth-mekers of resemblance claims are such in virtue of the fuct that, each one of them by itself, they are
the sole truth-makers of property attributions regarding them. This is exactly why predication is only
possible with more than one individual in resemblance nominalism but not in the trope-based perspective
being proposed and why, consequently, only the former is committed to the existence of possible wolrds.

¥ Trye, Rodriguez-Pereyra claims that “with metaphysical theories about the basic structure of the world,
like Resemblance Nominalistn, Trope Theory and Realism about Universals, there is no reason to expect
that our intuwitions will be true. Intuitions are the product of evelution and so metaphysical intitions,
which have little if any survival value, are unlikely to lead us to metaphysical truth” (2003; p. 232).
Despite the fact thet this appears correct as a general claim, it looks as though - all the rest remaining
fixed - intuitions can in fact lead one to prefer one metaphysical hypothesis to another. In the present case,
at any rate, intitions in favour of similarities as dependent on properiies are coupled with explicit
arguments for choosing an ontology other than resemblance nominalism,
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As for the role of universals, the best thing to do is to quote Van Cleve: In making
reference to Sellars (1963), he cxplains that

“the formula ‘IF(Jack and Jill are both F) need not be -read as ‘th‘ere is a
quality that Jack and Jill both have’, but may be read instead as ‘there is
something that Jack and Jill both are’ - to which one could apper%d ,[the wori
allegedly denoting a universal, but in fact describing Jack ‘s and Jill’s nature]
(1994; pp, 587-588).

This seems to me absolutely appropriate for tropes, wh%ch. ha:v:e been deﬁn?d as
determining — with their being the tropes they are — the s?mﬂarmes we experience
and, consequently, the general terms anq concepts we use. _

Before concluding, it is worth suggesting a few things as regards how fruitfully to
develop trope theory. ‘ ‘

Firsf of all, what tropes exist, as demanded by a sparse c9ncept10n of properties,
can only be determined by empirical science. I see it plausible to contend \;hat the
findamental tropes are the state-independent properties of elemen_tary particles as
these are described by our best available scientific account of them (i.e., the squcalled
Standard Model): namely, mass, charge and colour (and, perhaps, absolute spin too_).

Secondly, once they are so identified, the basic tropes appear to be able to avoid
the objection that '

“itlhe only plausible sense in which a substanc_e is an entity tha_t doeg not
depend ‘ontologically” upon anything other than itself is the sense in lwh:ch it
does not depend for its identity upon anything else [...; ;.md. thus] 1‘E seem\f
entirely appropriate to regard idcntity—depent?ence as constituting the ‘strong
species of existential dependency we are seeking [. Asa consequence, tropes...]
lack the fully determinate identity conditions characteristic of objects proper
[...; they are] adjectival rather than objectual in nature” (Lowe 1998; p. 156).

‘While this is indeed the case for properties such as, for instance, shapfa or colc?ur,
that clearly depend on their subjects, tropes intended as the basic phymfsal
constituents of things can instead be conceived of. as not d:fpendent on anythm_g
else for their existence. It is, in fact, perfectly plau_s1b1e to clalnll that they are basic
‘building blocks’ on the existence of which everything clse (sta.rtmg from elementary

i actually depends.

Pﬂl’;ic:lls:ger alle gZd dﬂ‘ﬁculty regards the simplicity of tropes. Some authors _(see?, f(?r
instance, Mertz 1996 and Moreland 1985) have argued that the trgpe nominalist is
forced to claim that each trope has two aspects — one that r.nakes }t .resgmble‘: qtl:ler
tropes (its nature) and another that makes it the‘abstract particular it is (_1ts pnr'mtlve
particularity, or thisnessw) and that this immedlately makes the .theory inconsistent,
as an internal complexity is acknowledged in the entity that was instead presel}ted as
a basic sitople constituent of reality. This kind of mment is not_ corr'lpel‘lmg. 1;
trope surely has two aspects and, perhaps, even more if we consider its ‘causa

powers and the net of relations it enters into. Howtvever, all_ thfes§ aspects are
numerically identical: That is, it is by just being the simple entity it is that a trope

1% See Adams (1979) for more on this concept.
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counts as one, is similar to other tropes in its nature, is distinct from other things,
causally affects and interacts with other tropes, and so on. It is mistaken to take each
aspect as a distinct metaphysical component of the given trope, for these aspects are
distinguished from each other merely by conceptual analysis,

Alleged difficulties that arise when considering the nature of the compresence of
tropes (see, for instance, Daly 1994; pp. 258-260) can be disposed of similarly.
Tropes are not compresent because they exemplify a certain real property, rather,
they can be attributed the property of compresence because of the way they (co-)
exist. This means that by the mere fact that it exists, a trope also exists at the same
place as (or at a different place from) one or more other iropes. Compresence is,
thus, an internal relation derivative on propcrties.zo

A more pressing problem, it seems, concerns the connection (if any) existing
among the compresent tropes. Mere compresence does not appear to be sufficient for
making an individual out of certain tropes, namely, of distinguishing full-blown
individuals from mere sets of tropes existing at the same place. Therefore, one must
conceive of internal cohesive relations among tropes that determine their constituting
more complex entities. Simons (1994) has recourse to Husserlian Joundation
relations (Husserl 1911-1917 (1970)) and proposes what he calls a ‘nuclear account’
(1994; pp. 567--569). He takes nuclei of foundationally related tropes to constitute
the substratum to which peripheral layers of tropes becomes attached, Whereas the
nucleus is the essence of each individual bundle of tropes and does not change,
peripheral tropes can be lost, added, and replaced. I agree with Denkel (1997) that
this account is unable to make room for substantial change, and follow the latter
author in assuming the existence of saturation relations conforming to two distinct
types of necessity: metaphysical and nomological. According to this view, both
essential and accidental change are accounted for in terms of substitution of tropes
acting as determinates (specific realizations, such ag *weighing 35 kg’ for a particular
space-time located entity) for certain determinables {generic properties, as ‘having a
mass’) with other tropes that are determinates for the same determinables. Which
determinables must exist together is legislated by the laws of physies that hold true
in the actual world. . '

To be sure, much more can and needs to be said to articulate 2 satisfactory and
complete ontology of tropes. At any rate, T hope to have provided in this paper
arguments in favour of the idea that trope theory is the most natural, simple, and

non-committal nominalist ontology available and that it is consequently worth
exploring it in detail,

# Of course, the same applies nrutatis mutandis for particulars which are complexes of tropes, Notice that
the claim that primitive co-existence is all there is to compresence holds regardless of whether the tropes’
existing in such a way that they “are at the same place’ determines space-time relations (as in relationism
about space-time), or is set against the background of a pre-existing space-time ‘stage’ (as in
substantivalist construals), or ‘comes into existence’ together with space-time as an absolute and yet

non-substantival structure {as in the structural understanding of space and time suggested, for example, by
Auyang 1995 and 2000).
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