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EACH THING IS FUNDAMENTAL.:
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ABSTRACT

Each thing is fundamental. Not only is no thing any more or less real than any other, but no thing
is prior to another in any robust ontological sense. Thus, no thing can explain the very existence
of another, nor account for how another is what it is. This surprising conclusion is reached by un-
dermining two important positions in contemporary metaphysics: hylomorphism and hierarchical
views employing so-called building relations, such as grounding. The paper has three main parts.
First, it is observed that hylomorphism is alleged by its proponents to solve various philosophical
problems. However, it is demonstrated, in light of a compelling account of explanation, that these
problems are actually demands to explain what cannot be but inexplicable. Second, it is shown how
the argument against hylomorphism illuminates an account of the essence of a thing, thereby provid-
ing insight into what it is to exist. This indicates what a thing, in the most general sense, must be and
a correlative account of the structure in reality. Third, it is argued that this account of structure is
incompatible not only with hylomorphism, but also with any hierarchical view of reality. Although
hylomorphism and the latter views are quite different, representing distinct philosophical traditions,
it is maintained that they share untenable accounts of structure and fundamentality and so should

be rejected on the same grounds.

According to the venerable doctrine of hy-
lomorphism, many things, including familiar
concrete objects, are composites of matter
and form. This doctrine is supposed to resolve
elemental ontological problems concerning
change, individuation and unity. I maintain
that it cannot solve these problems; indeed, no
theory can, for they are not genuine. Rather,
the putative problems arise from mistaken
explanatory objectives stemming from un-
tenable assumptions about what it is to exist.
Understanding why these assumptions are
misguided—and, thus, why hylomorphism
itself is—reveals a more promising ontology,
one on which each thing is fundamental.
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After saying a bit more about hylomor-
phism, I present briefly the putative problems
it is traditionally supposed to solve. Exam-
ining these in light of a compelling account
of explanation reveals that the problems are
merely demands to explain what cannot be
but inexplicable. For this reason, they should
be dismissed. These considerations undercut
the motivation for hylomorphism, yet they
also illuminate the best way to understand
the being, that is, essence of a thing, thereby
providing insight into what it is to exist. This
indicates what a thing, in the most general
sense, must be and a correlative account of the
structure in reality. Any recognizable version
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of hylomorphism is incompatible with the
resulting ontology, as is any hierarchical view,
employing so-called building relations, wide-
ly accepted in contemporary discussions of
metaphysics. Perhaps surprisingly, although
hylomorphism and these other views are quite
different—representing distinct philosophical
traditions—they share an untenable account
of structure, and so should be rejected on the
same grounds.

§ I. HYLOMORPHISM AND
ITS MOTIVATION

Above, I gloss hylomorphism simply as
the doctrine that many things—this human
person, that tree, that house, for example—are
composites of matter and form. Little more
can be said about it without inviting dispute.
The doctrine originates, of course, with
Aristotle. Like all his views, its expression
is elusive; like all his views, it has been the
focus of scrutiny and a source of immense
controversy since antiquity. Thus, exactly
what matter is, what a form is, how form
and matter compose a thing is not easy to
say. Nor is it clear how exactly the notions
of potentiality and actuality, which are taken
to be central to the doctrine, are to be under-
stood.! What is perhaps less controversial is
the motivation for the doctrine: it is supposed
to resolve a number of elemental ontological
problems. By showing why these problems
are illusory, I both undermine the motivation
for hylomorphism and also reveal ineluctable
ontological theses that are incompatible with
the crux of the doctrine. This obviates the
need to articulate any version of hylomor-
phism in great detail.

The problems hylomorphism is supposed to
solve are explanatory ones. It is thought that if
theorizing—be it physical or metaphysical—
about reality is to have adequate foundation,
certain phenomena, pertaining to the primor-
dial features of reality, must be explained.
One such phenomenon is substantial change,
the coming into existence and ceasing to be

of things such as familiar concrete objects.
Another is individuation, one thing’s being
distinct from every other and, hence, being
the very thing it is.? A third phenomenon, the
one that has received the most attention in
recent discussions of hylomorphism, is that of
unity. Unity is exhibited when a multiplicity
of things is nonetheless one, the existence of
that one whole being accounted for in terms
of its parts, those many others.

It is not necessary here to consider how
hylomorphism is supposed to explain these
crucial ontological phenomena, for I am not
criticizing any particular attempt to explain
individuation or unity (or substantial change).
Rather, I challenge the key presupposition
that underlies the putative problems thought
to be resolved by hylomorphism, namely, that
each of these ontological phenomena is expli-
cable at all. If indeed none is, any proposed
explanation is beside the point—and the lack
of explanations is in no way problematic.

§ II. INDIVIDUATION, UNITY
AND EXPLANATION

I do not think it is apt to regard so-called
substantial change as change at all (and I
think one can hold this without denying
that it is impossible for something to come
from nothing). Thus, I do not see substantial
change as being pertinent to hylomorphism
in the way it customarily has and set the
phenomenon aside to focus on individuation
and unity. Aristotle introduces hylomorphism
in order to explain these phenomena; the
prospect of such explanations—especially
of unity—remains a significant motivation
for adopting the doctrine in contemporary
discussions.? Clearly, then, it is presumed by
hylomorphists that individuation and unity
are amenable to explanation. I argue in this
section, however, that given a compelling
account of explanation they are not.

I believe that there is a single practice
of explanation, operative in all domains in
which explanations are tendered, and so the



following remarks apply to any explanation,
whether it be logical, mathematical, physi-
cal, metaphysical or what have you. Every
explanation has both epistemological and
ontological dimensions. An explanation (in
the sense of an act) is the presentation to
some conscious being of an explanation (in
the sense of an object). The latter is usually
a representation, one that enhances knowl-
edge of some thing(s) in terms of another
(or others). Hence, an explanation, as act,
is an epistemic achievement. Consequently,
there are a number of linguistic, conceptual
and practical conditions—determined by the
epistemic and more general mental states of
the conscious being to whom the explanation,
as object, is presented—that must be met
for this achievement to occur. In addition to
these broadly pragmatic aspects, an expla-
nation must have an ontological basis. This
is the things in the world—explanandum,
explanans and a relation between them—rep-
resented by that explanation (in the sense of
an object). The relation must be one on which
how the former is depends on or is determined
by the latter, that is, one whereby the former
is as it is because of the latter. Without ex-
planandum, explanans and this relation, one
cannot have an explanation: one lacks either
the thing(s) about which one’s knowledge is
to be enhanced or the means of enhancing it.
Thus, I am propounding here a realist account
of explanation, one on which explanation is
possible only if there are things in the world
standing in appropriately robust relations.*
In defense of such an account, I simply note
that any alternative that eschews things in
the world to underpin the representation that
is the correlative of the act of explanation is
left with a practice that is not constrained by
reality and, hence, is not legitimately episte-
mological. An “explanation” that cannot even
be regarded as epistemic is no explanation at
all.

In the context of this realist account,
“thing” should be construed as having the
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utmost generality. By “thing” I do not mean
only familiar concrete object or substance (in
some other sense). I intend the term to apply
to every entity in any ontological category
there is. A realist account of explanation,
then, has no specific ontological assumptions
and so excludes no ontology. It does, how-
ever, have a crucial ontological consequence:
there is no explanation whose explanandum
and explanans is a single thing. One’s knowl-
edge cannot be enhanced by the revelation
that a thing is as it is because of iz. In other
words, nothing can explain itself. (Though
some feature (or part) of a thing can explain
an explanandum including a distinct feature
of that very thing. Features are things and so
the ontological basis of any such explanation
involves distinct things.) A representation that
does not present something vis-a-vis another
(or others) is, at best, merely descriptive; it
can be informative, even revealing, but it can-
not be explanatory, regardless of its complex-
ity. Consequently, every genuine explanation
is based on some thing (or things) in relation
to another (or others). The ontological basis
of any explanation, therefore, can be repre-
sented schematically as aRb, where a is a
thing (or plurality of things) that stands in
some robust relation, R, to b, some thing (or
plurality of things) distinct from a. Whatever
R is, however this relation is understood, it
must be the case that if it holds, its relata ex-
ist. This follows from the cogent assumption
that a relation can only relate what exists.’

I maintain, then, that the relata of any genu-
ine explanatory relation are existent things.
Some, however, maintain that the relata of
such relations, at least with respect to the
sort of metaphysical explanations relevant
below, are facts.® There are different accounts
of what a fact is. On one, a fact is a complex,
including things in the world; it is a state of
affairs or some such. On the other account,
a fact is a representational entity presenting
certain things in the world as they are, that is,
presenting certain things truly. If a fact is a
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true representational entity, it is true in virtue
of those things in the world that it presents.
On either account of facts, therefore, facts
constitutively involve things in the world. So
even if one maintains that the relata of ex-
planatory relations are facts, the ontological
basis of any such explanation is nonetheless
ultimately things in the world standing in
some relation.

Given this realist account of explanation,
consider whether it is indeed possible, as
the hylomorphist contends, to explain the
individuation of some thing, b, that is, to
explain what makes b distinct from all other
things and so the very thing it is. Suppose it
is. There is, then, some representation that
enhances one’s knowledge of b being the very
thing it is in terms of some other thing. This
explanation must have an ontological basis.
So there is some thing, a, that stands in R to b
being the very thing it is such that by standing
in this relation, a makes b the very thing it is.
But this cannot be so, as can be seen via the
following argument.

If a makes b be the very thing it is, there is
some relation between a and b. In order for b
to stand in this relation (or any other) to a (or
anything whatsoever), b must exist. However,
b cannot exist as any thing other than itself; it
must be the very thing it is—namely, b—and,
consequently, be distinct from all others.
Hence, its individuation is a precondition of
b standing in any relation and, a fortiori, of
standing in R to a. It cannot be by standing
in this relation to a, then, that it is made to be
the very thing it is. Therefore, there cannot be
some thing that makes b the very thing it is.
If there is no ontological basis for explaining
what individuates b, there is no explanation
for b being the very thing it is. This argument
is totally general and so there is no explaining
the individuation of anything. The individua-
tion of a thing is inexplicable.

One might challenge this argument by
maintaining that it shows merely that if a
individuates b, then the two things must

co-exist. It does not follow from their neces-
sary co-existence, one might contend, that
a is not in some sense prior to b. If it is, a
is—in some way—more fundamental than
b, and so can ground or otherwise determine
the individuation of the latter. However, what
this sort of response overlooks is that the
relational notion of priority employed here
is supposed to be explanatory. As such, it
is constrained by the norms of explanation.
No genuine explanation can require that the
explanandum play an instrumental role in per-
mitting the dependence relation on which that
explanation is based to hold at all. Were an
“explanation” to require this, its underlying
dependence relation would rely crucially on
what it is supposed to be realizing in the first
place. Yet if a were to explain the individu-
ation of b, b must be the very thing it is in
order for a to stand in a determinative relation
to the individuation of b. The holding of this
determinative relation would rely crucially
on the individuation of b, which is precisely
what the relation is supposed to be realizing.
Thus, the argument does not overlook puta-
tive relations of grounding or priority and is
not undermined by them; rather, it shows a
limit to their applicability: if they hold at all,
they cannot underlie explanatory claims of
individuation.

Maybe it is not surprising that the individu-
ation of a thing is inexplicable. It is plausible
to think, with Bishop Butler, that everything
is what it is and not another thing. Still, the
foregoing is an argument for why the exas-
peration suggested by the famous dictum is
appropriate. There is no explanation for the
individuation of a thing because no thing
could make another be the very thing it is.
If this is correct, and no thing, regardless of
category, is individuated by any other, then
it undermines what is supposed to be one of
the theoretical benefits of hylomorphism.
One might concede that the demand for an
explanation of individuation is mistaken, yet
maintain that the real value of hylomorphism



is its capacity to explain unity. After all, it is
this purported capacity that has prompted
several contemporary philosophers to endorse
the doctrine.” I think this attitude is mistaken,
however, for the same sort of argument that
tells against an explanation for individuation
tells against any explanation for the unity of
a thing.

The impetus for examining the unity of
complex things comes from the so-called
Problem of the One and the Many, the prob-
lem of giving an account of how something
with many parts is nonetheless one. This is
an ancient problem, but one that has received
renewed attention in recent decades as Peter
van Inwagen’s Special Composition Question
(“under what conditions do some objects
compose something?”).® If there is a solution
to this problem (and an answer to this ques-
tion), it would be an explanation of what it is
that makes a multiplicity of things nonethe-
less one. So suppose, as the hylomorphist
contends, that there is some such explanation.
There is, then, some representation that en-
hances one’s knowledge of the unity of b, a
complex thing, in terms of some other thing.
Like any explanation, this one, too, must have
an ontological basis. In this case, a is some
plurality of things that stands in R to b being
unified such that by standing in this relation,
a makes b unified. But this cannot be so.

If a makes b a unity, there is some relation
between a and b. In order for b to stand in
this relation (or any other) to a (or anything
whatsoever), b must exist. However, b cannot
exist as any thing other than itself; it must be
the very thing it is—namely, b—and, conse-
quently, be what it is, simple or a complex
unit as the case might be. In this case b is
assumed to be a complex unit. Hence, its
unity is a precondition of b standing in any
relation and, a fortiori, of standing in R to a.
It cannot be by standing in this relation to
a, then, that it is made to be a complex unit.
Therefore, there cannot be some thing that
makes b unified. If there is no ontological
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basis for explaining what unifies b, there is
no explanation for b being a complex unit.
This argument is totally general and so there
is no explaining the unity of anything. The
unity of a thing is inexplicable. (Note that any
challenge to this argument on the basis of the
supposed priority of a to b can be met mutatis
mutandis as was the similar challenge to the
conclusion that individuation is inexplicable.)

A form cannot make a thing be what that
thing is and so, in particular, cannot make
it be a complex unit. Nothing can do this.
Thus, the foregoing argument undermines
the other putative theoretical benefit of hy-
lomorphism. One might, however, maintain
that the argument mischaracterizes the ex-
planation for the unity of a thing provided
by the doctrine, holding that the relational
form, R, of a thing does not make that thing
be what it is by relating a, its multiplicitous
matter, to b, that complex unit itself. Rather,
the form makes the (multiplicitous) matter of
the thing be the unified thing.’ This cannot be
right, though. Many things cannot be identi-
cal to one thing.'” Even if they could, and the
multiplicitous matter of a thing just were the
unified thing, one would not have the means
of explaining the unity of that thing. Despite
the complexity of the ostensible explanation
(in the sense of an object)—namely, the form
makes the (multiplicitous) matter of the thing
be the unified thing—its ontological basis
would be but a single thing, to wit, the uni-
fied (multiplicitously) material thing. Yet, as
argued above, there is no explanation whose
basis is a single thing. What appears to be an
explanation of the unity of a complex entity
is merely a description of a single thing twice
over: described once as many, and again as
one.

Together the preceding two arguments
demonstrate the nullity of any apparent ex-
planation of the unity of a complex entity. If
there is supposed to be any relation other than
identity between the many and the one, the
putative explanation is belied by the former
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argument; if the many and the one are sup-
posed to be identical, the putative explanation
is belied by the latter.

These arguments against the possibility
of explaining individuation and unity are
essentially the same. The basic argument is
grounded on the key assumption that every
explanation has an ontological basis of ex-
istent things in relation. This argument is so
simple, yet undermines so much taken for
granted, that it has an air of sophistry. The ar-
gument, however, is not sophistical; it simply
takes very seriously a principle that everyone
should accept and traces its consequences.
This is the principle that explanation must
end. Explanation must end in the sense that
it must engage and, hence, terminate in the
world. Explanation ends with the things in the
world. This principle is consistent with there
being infinite series of things in relation, with
some of these explaining others that explain
others, etc. Note, however, any such series is
and must be a series of things.

Since any explanation ultimately involves
things in some relation, there are limits to
explanation. The preceding arguments dem-
onstrate that the individuation and the unity
of a thing cannot be explained. The same sort
of argument also shows that the existence of
a thing—which is a precondition of being in
any relation, explanatory or otherwise—can-
not be explained, nor can any phenomenon
attendant upon the very existence of that
thing, notably, its being what it is and, more
generally, its being how it is essentially.!! If
neither the existence of a thing nor its indi-
viduation nor how it is essentially can be
explained, in no genuine sense can a thing per
se be explained. Things are the elements of
explanation and so each one itself is beyond
its bounds.

There is nothing in the world but things
(in the most inclusive sense of ‘thing’) and
one cannot explain a thing. It does not fol-
low, however, that there are no explanations
at all. Although a thing per se is beyond

explanation, the arrangement of things—all
of them or, given more practical interests,
some delimited plurality of them—is ame-
nable to explanation. The arrangement of all
things is the structure in the world; some less
inclusive arrangement is a structural phenom-
enon. One can, in principle, explain this struc-
ture or the manifold phenomena it comprises.
Thus, for example, one might explain: why
a dresser, which can (and did) exist without
being green, is now in fact this color; why a
sample of salt and a sample of water, both
of which could exist in the absence of any
solution, together yield this salty solution;
why a cluster of cells, which were (and so,
perhaps, could have been) healthy, are none-
theless cancerous; why a society that could
be peaceable is riven by war; why a person,
capable of performing ever so many actions,
is currently mixing batter in the kitchen. In
all these examples, the explanandum is not
a thing per se but a structural phenomenon.
As such, the explanandum is not a thing,
but a plurality of them, some things in some
relation(s).

Any explanation requires, of course, that
its explanandum exist, lest there be no phe-
nomenon to explain; it requires no less the
existence of its explanans, lest there be no
thing(s) to illuminate, via some relation, the
explanandum. No explanation, then, accounts
for the existence of the explanandum, it can
only account for why those things are related
as they in fact are (when they need not be).
The means of this account, and the source
of the illumination it provides, is that other
thing (or those other things), the explanans,
standing in some relation to the former.
Therefore, whereas arrangements of things
can be accounted for in terms of things, at the
end of inquiry, the most an inquirer can do
with respect to each thing per se is appreci-
ate it, what and how it is essentially and the
capacities it has to interact with other things.'

If the justification for endorsing hylo-
morphism is its capacity to explain the



individuation and unity of things, then given
that there can be no such explanations, there
is no reason on these grounds to accept the
doctrine. Thus, the explanatory expectations
that motivate hylomorphism are misguided.
The foregoing discussion, however, does
more than undermine the reasons for accept-
ing hylomorphism, it provides enough insight
into what a thing (in the most general sense)
must be to show that any recognizable version
of the doctrine is untenable.

§ III. THINGS WITH NATURES
V. NATURED THINGS

There can be no explanation for either the
individuation or unity of a thing, ultimately
because there can be no thing that in relation
to some other makes the latter the very thing it
is or makes the latter what it is. However, the
form or essence or nature (I use these terms
interchangeably) of a thing is supposed to
be precisely that which makes that thing be
what it is. If there is no such thing, it might
seem that the argument of the preceding
section has the consequence of undermining
essentialism, the general view that there are
necessary constraints on the being of a thing.
If there is nothing that makes a thing be what
it is, this might suggest that a thing need be
no ways, that the being of a thing is wholly
unconstrained. The foregoing considerations
raise, then, the primary ontological question
of what exactly a thing is.

These considerations do not in any way
undermine essentialism; on the contrary,
they reveal the most promising version of the
view. It would be a mistake to infer from the
conclusion that the individuation and unity
of a thing are inexplicable that a thing is not
the very thing it is or is not what it is. The
claim that a thing is not itself is incoherent,
as is the claim that it is not what it is. Indeed,
it seems impossible for something to be a
distinct thing and seems no more possible for
a thing to fail to be what it is. An account of
what a thing is on which a thing need not be
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what it is, if not just double talk, characterizes
a “thing” so ontologically indeterminate as to
have no real claim on being. Such an account
is not an account of anything at all. Thus, if a
thing is (or must be) the very thing it is and
is (or must be) what it is, although there is
nothing that makes it either, this indicates that
each thing is sufficient in itself to constrain
its individuality and what it is.

Given that these constraints on a thing—its
being the very thing it is and, hence, being
what it is—require it be some ways and not
others, there are also these qualitative con-
straints on being that thing. Moreover, what
it is and these further qualitative constraints
constrain how that thing interacts with others,
thereby constraining those other things. To
be, therefore, is to be constrained. A being—a
thing—is constrained (and constrains) and is
in this sense natured." A thing does not have
anature (or essence or form), in the sense that
there is something distinct from it, to wit, its
nature that determines the individuation of
that thing and what it is and, consequently,
how it interacts with other things. Rather
these constraints are inherent to its very be-
ing; to be so constrained just is what it is for
that thing to exist. Such constraints are how
a thing is essentially, yet these ways are not
themselves something. Thus, each thing is
certain ways essentially without having an
essence and so each is natured though lacking
a nature.

One may, if one chooses, talk of the con-
straints concomitant to its being as the es-
sence (or nature or form) of that thing, but
this is quite misleading. Since an essence is
nothing at all, any talk that suggests other-
wise should be avoided. More importantly,
for the reasons given above, any view that
reifies essences, treating them as things that
make—in an explanatory sense—others be
what they are, cannot be right. The essentialist
account of what a thing is that I defend here
is, then, incompatible with other notable ver-
sions of essentialism. Locke maintains, in an
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Aristotelian vein, that essence is “the very
being of any thing, whereby it is, what it is.”!*
He is only half right. Essence is indeed the
very being of a thing. To go on to assert that
it is in virtue of (“whereby”) its essence that
a thing is what it is implies that an essence
is something distinct from that thing, a thing
that makes the latter be what it is. Yet there
can be no such thing.!s

The account is also incompatible with the
positions of the two foremost defenders of
an ontological—rather than a modal'®—es-
sentialism in contemporary metaphysics. Kit
Fine reifies the essence of a thing, identifying
it with the real definition of that thing, to wit,
the set of propositions true in virtue of it."”
Looking past the oddness of identifying the
being of a thing with a set (and with what is
propositional and, hence, representational),
Fine is led to do so by rejecting the identifi-
cation of “the “being” of [a thing], its being
what it is, with its existence.”'® He argues for
this distinction in this way: “In one respect,
existence is too weak; for there is more to
what an object [i.e., thing] is than its mere
existence. In another respect, existence is
too strong; for what an object is, its nature,
need not include existence as a part.”"” The
first claim indicates the presumption that the
“mere existence” of a thing must be supple-
mented in order for that thing to be what it is.
This is just to presume that a thing is made to
be what it is by some other thing and, hence,
that its being what it is is explicable in terms
of that thing. However, as [ have argued, there
can be no such thing. Moreover, if a thing just
is a natured entity, there is not anything more
to its existence than what it is. The second
part of Fine’s argument provides no reason
to distinguish a thing’s being what it is from
its existence, for one can simply acknowledge
that many natured entities can cease to exist.
This has the benefit of not requiring the reifi-
cation of “existence” itself, as Fine’s position
does (given that existence is regarded as a
part).

The underlying problem here is an impov-
erished notion of being, one on which the
existence of a “thing” needs to be supple-
mented in order for that thing to be what it is.
It is ultimately such a notion that leads to the
expectation that individuation and unity and,
more generally, what a thing is are amenable
to explanation. One sees the same problem
in the work of E.J. Lowe. Lowe endorses
a serious essentialism according to which
“although all entities have essences, essences
themselves should never be thought of as
further entities.”” Despite this unequivocal
statement of his position, Lowe seems to reify
essences, driven to do so by his explicit en-
dorsement of the tenet that essence precedes
existence.?' If the essence of a thing precedes
in an ontological sense (and Lowe is clear
that this is the relevant sense) the existence
of that thing, the two must be distinct, and so
its essence must be something in addition to
its existence. The essence is, presumably, the
thing that supplements the mere existence of
a thing thereby making it be what it is. It is,
however, just this problematic account of a
thing—with its doomed explanatory expecta-
tions—that is precluded by the account of a
thing as a natured entity.

The impoverished notion of being that un-
dermines the essentialism of Fine and Lowe
is a corollary of the assumption that what a
thing is (or its individuation) is explicable.
This assumption—and, consequently, the
problematic account of a thing—is a constitu-
tive feature of any version of hylomorphism.
Hylomorphism just is the doctrine according
to which a distinguishable, even if insepa-
rable, part of anything (in the purview of the
doctrine) is a form, something that accounts
for what that thing is. But, again, there can
be no such thing. Therefore, not only is
the motivation for holding hylomorphism
misguided—the doctrine cannot solve the
explanatory problems it is supposed to—the
ontology it requires is untenable. There are
neither forms, things that make others be what



they are, nor wan “things” that exist yet need
to be made what they are.

ConNcLUSION: EAcH THING
Is FUNDAMENTAL

This ontology of things as natured entities
is revealed by examining explanation and
discerning its means and bounds. The conse-
quences of the ontology are far-reaching, as
it yields a correlative account of the structure
in reality, one that precludes several views
popular in contemporary discussions of
metaphysics. By “structure” I do not mean
a “primitive” feature of the world, as does
Theodore Sider,” nor a variety of thing, each
instance of which orders by “mak[ing] avail-
able positions or places for other objects, [i.e.,
things] to occupy,” as does Kathrin Koslicki.?
Rather, I take the structure in reality to be all
the things there are standing in the relations
they do. This structure, inclusive of all rela-
tions, comprises the ontological bases of any
explicable phenomenon.

The structure indicated by natured entities
is broadly Aristotelian in that it includes nec-
essary relations whose provenance is things
in themselves, as opposed to, say, the con-
ceptual or linguistic capacities of conscious
beings or their activities. These relations are
necessary—and essential—because they arise
exclusively from what their relata are and, as
observed above, no thing can be other than
what it is. Since neither the existence nor
individuation of a thing, nor what anything is
is explicable in terms of any other thing, each
thing in this structure is both ontologically
and explanatorily basic. Each is, then, in this
sense fundamental. Given this fundamental-
ity, each makes a unique and ineliminable
contribution to the structure in the world.
There is no “ontological free lunch,” in David
Armstrong’s sense and, pace David Wiggins,
each thing is indeed something “over and
above” any other.**

Therefore, there are no wan existents,
derivative “things” that are ontologically or
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explanatorily less than others; fundamental-
ity is not relative. This account of structure
contravenes all familiar ones in contemporary
discussions of metaphysics, for each of these
takes for granted one or more “building rela-
tion”*—for example, composition, constitu-
tion, grounding, realization, micro-basing,
emergence, etc.—whereby one thing builds
up or generates Or COnStructs or gives rise
to or is gotten out of another. In some cases,
these building metaphors are elaborated in
ontological terms, so that the very being of
a thing is “latent” in and explicable in terms
of another;? in other cases, it is just what a
thing is that is supposed to be explicable in
terms of other things. Either way, there can be
no such explanatory relations among things,
and so there is not the hierarchical structure
to which such would give rise.

It does not follow from there being no
building relations that each thing is simple
or that the structure in the world is not elabo-
rate. Assuming there are familiar concrete
objects, there are fundamental things with
parts. There is, then, composition—some
things compose others—though, nota bene,
a whole is not made to be by what it is com-
posed of; it just is a complex thing, a thing
with parts. A “flat” account of structure is
not only consistent with complexity, it is
consistent with (ontological) dependence.
Indeed, each natured entity is dependent
on many things, in that given what it is, it
must exist with those others. A thing might
have to exist with a specific other thing (in
which case the former is essentially rigidly
dependent on the latter) or it might have to
exist with a certain kind of thing, though any
instance of that kind will do (in which case
that thing is essentially generically dependent
on instances of that kind).?” Although some
things might not be ontologically dependent
in a given sense, there is no thing that is not
ontologically dependent in some sense or
other. A wholly ontologically independent
thing, a “thing” that can exist in the absence
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of any other—including every kind, every
attribute, every mode—is incompatible with
being natured and, thus, with existing at all.
Nevertheless, in no case is anything made to
be the very thing it is or made to be what it
is via a relation of dependence (thus, pace
Lowe, there is no identity-dependence).

So, the fundamentality of each thing does
not rule out composition or ontological de-
pendence. It does, however, show that even
when these relations are asymmetric, there is
no priority. What composes is not more real,
nor does it have even an explanatory privilege
over what is composed. Likewise, for what
is ontologically dependent; it is no less real,
nor does it have any less explanatory privi-
lege than that on which it depends. In these
cases, as in all others, there are simply things
in relation(s). Of course, with any relation,
asymmetric or not, one can call one of its
relata “prior” to the other, but this would be
just a label backed with no real ontological
and, hence, explanatory weight.

Hierarchical accounts of the structure in
reality, ones on which some things are sup-
posed to be genuinely prior to others, arise
from many sources. There is the Democritean
tradition, with ancient versions and familiar
“modern scientific” guises, on which atoms—
or physical fundamentalia du jour—are the
bases that account for the very being or ways
of being of all else. There is the hegemonic
Humean tradition on which basic what-nots,
the correlates of sensory impressions, serve
as the ontological and explanatory basis

of all else, and the closely related Kantian
tradition on which minds are the privileged
things that serve as an explanatory basis for
the existence or nature of other things and the
constraints among them. Hylomorphism and
Aristotelianism more generally are regarded
as competitors to these other traditions,
providing a quite different account of what
exists and the order in reality, one that accom-
modates, in a more satisfying way, familiar
concrete objects and the necessary connec-
tions among them. However, hylomorphism,
no less than the other traditions, is committed
to there being wan existents: “things” that
exist though their very being or natures are
to be accounted for in terms of other things.
Forms play the privileged, ordering role on
the hylomorphist’s account of the structure
in reality, with everything else being what it
is only derivatively.

What the preceding discussion demon-
strates, though, is that privileging some things
does not take seriously enough what it is to
be. Since nothing can explain the existence
or individuation of a thing or a thing’s being
what it is, there is no distinction between
the mere existence of a thing and its being
the very thing it is or what it is. To be is to
be natured and, hence, to be fundamental.
Hylomorphism, like any other hierarchical
account of structure, does not recognize the
ubiquity of fundamentality, and so should be
rejected on the same grounds as they.
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1. For one account, see Witt (2003), (1987).

2. There are different notions of individuation. There is the metaphysical notion pertinent here and
an epistemic one. Individuation in the latter sense is a cognitive achievement of a conscious agent, one
that occurs when that agent can discriminate via perception or thought a given thing among others.

3. See, for example, Jaworski (2014); Koslicki (2008), (2006); Johnston (2006); and Fine (1999).

4. For a classic account of explanation along these lines, see Ruben (1990, especially Chapter 7). See,
as well, Kim (1994, pp. 67-68).

5. If a and b are related R-ly internally, in the sense that if a and b both exist, they must be so related,
it might be plausible to deny that there is a distinct thing, R, that relates them. In what follows, I set
aside the issue of whether the explanatory relation, R, is internal or external. Maintaining that there is
no R because a and b are related (R-ly) internally would just require changing the expression of the
forthcoming arguments without affecting their conclusions.

6. See, for example, Fine (2012) and Rosen (2010).

7. See the citations in Note 3 above.

8. See van Inwagen (1990).

9. For interpretations roughly along these lines see Marmodoro (2013) and Witt (1987).

10. Pace Donald Baxter and others who maintain that composition is identity. See Baxter (1988) and
Cotnoir and Baxter (2014).

11. Pace Bliss, since the existence of a thing cannot be explained by another, there cannot be an infinite
regress of a thing whose existence is explained by another, whose existence is explained by another
thing, whose existence is explained by yet another, etc. See Bliss (2013, p. 414). In her paper, Bliss is
attempting to present reasons for rejecting certain arguments for the view that there are fundamental
entities, to wit, arguments that involve an infinite regress. My argument that each thing is fundamental is
not one of these. Bliss seems to assume that the presence of fundamental entities must be accompanied
by a hierarchical view of the structure in reality. As becomes clear in the concluding section, one can
accept the former and yet reject the latter.

12. No thing is sustained in its being or otherwise made to be by some other thing. Hence, the exis-
tence of a thing per se cannot be explained. Nevertheless, one can explain how a given thing came to
be. Coming to be is a temporal phenomenon, one that involves a thing in relation to some moment(s).
The coming to be of a thing is, therefore, not a thing itself; it is a structural phenomenon. To explain
how some thing came to be is to account for the existence of that thing at some moment (at which it
need not have existed) in terms of other things and their interactions. If one seeks an explanation of
the coming to be simpliciter of a thing—why it exists at all, rather than why it exists relative to a given
moment—one seems to be overlooking the crucial temporal element in the phenomenon of coming to
be. Insofar as I understand the sort of explanation being sought, then, it seems to be foreclosed by the
argument in the text against the explicability of the very existence of a thing.

13. For a different route to the same account of what a thing is, see my “What Is a Thing?”.
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14. Locke (1689, 1T, 111, 15).

15. According to Locke, the real essence of a familiar concrete object is its “particular internal consti-
tution.” It is this internal constitution that is supposed to ground an explanation of that object’s having
its definitive observable features and, hence, its being what it is. See Locke (1689, II, XXIII, 3). See
Lowe (2008, p. 38).

16. Modal essentialism is an approach to understanding the constraints on the being of a thing in terms
of features that that thing must have. This is the sort of view made familiar by the work of Saul Kripke
and Hilary Putnam. Ontological essentialism is an approach to understanding the constraints on the
being of a thing in terms of the very existence of that thing. Obviously, it is the latter that is adopted
here. For the shortcomings of the modal approach see Lowe (2008) and Fine (1995), (1994).

17. Fine (1995, p. 275).

18. Fine (1995, p. 274).

19. Fine (1995, p. 274).

20. Lowe (2008, p. 40).

21. Fine also accepts this doctrine. Lowe cites him with approval (2008, p. 40).

22. See Sider (2011, Chapter 2).

23. See Koslicki (2008, Chapter IX) and, for a similar view, Jaworski (2014).

24. See Armstrong (1989, pp. 55-56) and Wiggins (1968, pp. 91-92).

25. The term comes from Karen Bennett. See Bennett (2011) for typical accounts of such relations.

26. This is how many, including Jonathan Schaffer, understand the relation of grounding. See Schaffer
(2009, pp. 378, 379).

27. See Tahko and Lowe (2015) for a helpful account of the varieties of ontological dependence.
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