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UNIVERSALS AND PREDICATION’

Theories of universals, the supposed referents of general terms,* fall into three basic classes, which |
shall call P-theories, A-theories, and T-theories. The theory featured in Plato’s Republic is an example of a
P-theory; the theory commonly ascribed to Aristotle is an A-theory; and the “trope” theories expounded by
Donald Williams and Keith Campbell are T-theories. (If the reader associates “ P’ with Plato, “A” with
Aristotle, and “T” with trope, my exposition will be easier to follow.) T-theories and A-theories are more
commonly held today than P-theories, but they involve a serious error about predication, which P-theories
easily avoid. In this paper | shall support the claim that T- and A-theoriesinvolve thiserror, and | shall
develop and defend a P-theory that avoids it.

A-theories, T-theories, and P-theories

Although I introduced the expression “ A-theory” by reference to Aristotle, | could just as well have
referred to D. M. Armstrong, for his theory is a striking contemporary instance of the sort of theory | have
inmind. According to him, auniversal isan absolutely determinate feature (a quality or relation) that may
exist at many different places at the sametime; it is a“repeatable” entity. The basic reason he gives for
thinking that such repeatables exist isthat different particulars have what appears to be the same nature and
that this sameness of nature cannot be explained away.? Thereis such athing asidentity of nature, he says,
and this nature, which can be present in two things, is auniversal.®> The sameness of nature Armstrong
speaks of here may be partial rather than complete, for ared ball and ared book may have something in
common too. Normally, ageneral predicate is applicable to athing because of some universal the thing
possesses; but if two things are truly described by the same predicate, say “colored,” the color-universal
possessed by one may be very different from the color-universal possessed by the other: one may be green
while the other isred.

A T-theory differs from an A-theory in denying that any attribute possessed by one particular is (or
could be) identical to an attribute possessed by another particular; for a T-theorist, universals are nonre-
peatable entities: each one of them is uniquely instantiated, a unique attribute-instance. Such instances may

be more or less similar, however. If two objects, x and y, are both scarlet,g the scarlet,g oOf X is an exact



duplicate of the scarlet,g Of y; if x is scarlet,g and y is scarletq, the scarlet of x isvery similar to the scarlet
of y, but not a duplicate of it.

A P-theory differs from A- and T-theories in denying that universals are literally present in the spa-
tio-temporal world. According to a P-theory, an elementary statement, judgment, or belief “aisF’ istrue
just when the referent of “a” (the subject) falls under (or bears some comparable “relation” to) a P-
universal that is associated with the predicate “isF.” The predicate “is F’ need not be held to denote the
associated P-universal, and the P-universal need not be a Platonic Form, which particulars imitate or par-
take of. On the contrary, the P-universal might be describable as some kind of intensional object, some-
thing we can mentally take account of in deciding whether a predicate is or is not applicable to a particular
object. The universals of the P-theory | shall recommend might, in fact, be best described by the word
“concept,” though “concept” will have to be used in a specially clarified sense.

Problemswith A-theories and T-theories

In expounding his trope theory, Keith Cambpell began by identifying a key difficulty of Arm-
strong’s A-theory, that of comprehending how anything could enjoy the “unrestricted” reality that an A-
theorist assigns to a universal, areality neither diminished nor augmented by diminishing or augmenting
the reality of itsinstances.* | am not sure that thisis agenuine difficulty in an A-theory; the basic difficulty
| seein such atheory isthat it is either inconsistent in what it requires to be explained or obfuscating in the
explanation it offers. These unsatisfactory alternatives ultimately arise from an erroneous view of predica-
tion, but they can be grasped most easily by reference to two problems the theory creates, one about par-
ticulars and one about universals.

The problem about particulars can be brought out asfollows. There are two alternatives concerning
particulars available to A-theorists. According to one, particulars are simply complexes of A-universals;
according to the other, particulars are something in addition to the A-universals they possess. The first
aternative is not plausible by contemporary standards.® It is rejected by leading A-theorists--Armstrong
rejects it, for example®--and it is vulnerable to an objection that | shall develop later in connection with T-
theories.” | shall therefore pass over it now and consider the second alternative--that particulars are some-

thing in addition to the A-universals that they possess. The difficulty with this alternative isthat it renders
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particulars unnecessarily mysterious. Particulars become mysterious on this alternative because the nature
of athing, according to A-theories, is constituted by the universalsit possesses, but the particular is distinct
from those universals. Asaresult of this, aparticular is distinct from its nature--distinct not just in the
sense of being not identical with it but in the sense of being something in addition to it. John Locke fa-
mously described such distinct particulars as “things | know not what,” mere substrata that support quali-
ties or provide a subject in which qualities can inhere®? He acknowldged that he has no clear and distinct
idea of such things, and A-theorists who regard particulars as ultimately “bare” subjects (“bare particu-
lars”)? describe them in an equally mysterious way.

Armstrong, an A-theorist who accepts the second alternative, thinks that these problematic descrip-
tions can be avoided by distinguishing two conceptions of a particular, one thick and one thin. According
to the thick conception, a particular is a“thin” thing along with its qualities: If thethinthingisaand Sis
the conjunction of a’s qualities, the thick particular is the state of affairs, a-having-S.2° According to the
thin conception, a particular--in this case, a--can be thought of in abstraction from the state of affairsin
which it figures; so conceived, it can be thought of as distinct from the properties S. Armstrong concedes
that, thought of thisway, the thing ais “perhaps...in away” abare particular: “it is the mere thisness of a
thing as a Scotist would put it”; it “can have no properties. It isabare principle of numerical difference.”
Although Armstrong allows that non-spatio-temporal particulars are imaginable, he neverthel ess suggests
that the particularity “or thisness’ of a particular might in fact be identifiable (owing to the nonexistence of
immaterial things) with a*“total-position” in space-time. The attributes of such positions, their shape and
size, are of course universals, he says; but two different total positions may yet be two, he thinks, even
though they have the same attributes.™

It seemsto me that Armstrong’s thinly conceived particulars, and therefore the thickly conceived
ones of which they are congtituents, are every bit as mysterious, ultimately, as Locke's “things | know not
what.” Itis, of course, possible (epistemically speaking) that Armstrong’ s thin conception of a particular is
not really required for a defensible A-theory denying that particulars are complexes of universals.
Roderick Chisholm, who spoke of athing’s propertiesin away that suggested he held an A-theory himself,

said that the following assertions are “simply a muddle’:



1 If we distinguish between athing and its properties, then we must say that the thing is a*“bare par-
ticular” that doesn’t have any properties.

2. Oneistempted to regard “Thisisred” as a subject-predicate proposition, but if one does so, one
finds that “this’ becomes a substance, an unknown subject in which predicates can inhere....**

Chisholm did little to explain why these assertions are muddles other than observing that the idea of a self

(aself being a particular) is “the idea of an x such that x loves or hates and such that x feels cold or x feels

warm, and so forth.”** Evidently he was confident that the x he speaks of here is not a bare particular be-

cause it is patently not characterless but warm, cold, alover or hater, and so on.

The claim that something that iswarm or cold or wet or dry cannot be a bare particular is perfectly
acceptable to me, but then | do not hold an A-theory. Those who do conceive of propertiesin a particular
way, and they also assume a analysis of predication that makes a mystery of something otherwise not mys-
terious at al. They take properties to be entities that are “ possessed” by particulars but distinguishable
from them. When a particular, a, is said to be F--blue, say--the A-theorist adopting the first alternative
construes the claim as affirming that a universal, u, is present to a but distinguishable not only from it but
from the entire “bundle” (or sum) of universals a possesses. Although a can be known as the possessor of
u and whatever other universals it may possess, its nature as something distinct from those universals can-
not be known because any predicate or concept that one might use to characterize (or cognize) its nature is
said (by the A-theorist) to refer some other universal that is distinct fromit or any part of it. So theintrinsic
character of a remains mysterious according to the theory.

| said earlier that A-theories also create aproblem about universals. The problemisthis. According
to A-theories, if we are to explain why a general term is truly applicable to a thing, we must ultimately ac-
knowledge the presencein it of some A-universal.”® But A-universals can perform this explanatory role
only if they differ from one another: the A-universal whose presence in x explains why “blue’ is applica-
ble to x must differ from the A-universal whose presenceiny explains why “red” is applicabletoy. Simi-
larly, the A-universal whose presence in z explains why the absolutely determinate predicate “ scarlet,g”
(assuming it to be such) appliesto it must be the same as the universal that explains why this predicate is
applicableto somew ! z. But if universals can differ or be identical in this way, they must have natures

that differ or areidentical; and differing natures must have featuresthat distinguish them. Since A-theorists



assume that things possess features (are thus and so) only if they have appropriate A-universals, such A-
universals must be their constituents in just the way that the A-universals of particulars are their constitu-
ents. Asinthe case of particulars, a distinction will have to be drawn between the A-universals and their
constituents, and the A-universals will end up with the characterless “thisness’ that Armstrong attributes to
particulars. Since the constituents comprising the nature of a universal must be distinguishable from one
another, they too must have different natures, and this means that they will possess constituentsin turn.
There can be no end to this on A-theorist assumptions: every universal will be like an infinitely complex
system of Chinese boxes, one within another and each containing its own peculiar “thisness.” This conse-
guence strikes me as incredible.

Armstrong does not accept this criticism of histheory. When | brought it to his attention in the mid-
eighties, he replied that although a fully determinate shade of white, Ws7, will be different from every other
universal, the relevant differences may only be “numerical.”*® | find this suggestion unintelligible and cer-
tainly at odds with the assumptions about predication implicit in his A-theory. If particulars x and y could
not have distinct natures without having attributes (that is, A-universals) that distinguish them, how could
two universals be distinct things without having attributes (that is, A-universals) that distinguish them? A-
theorists attribute universals to particulars on general grounds--they want to explain the similarities and
differences that are recorded by the application of predicates. We may not have an infinity of predicates
that we customarily apply to universals, but that fact isirrelevant to the metaphysical explanation of the
similarities and differences that must exist between them if they are to do the explanatory work that A-
theorists attribute to them. If u; and u, are distinct objects with explanatory potential, there must be some
F that u; has but that u, does not have--and so on without end.

On the face of it, T-theories (trope theories) do not face the problems | have attributed to A-theories.
According to them, particulars are not ultimately mysterious subjects of predication but “bundles’ of
tropes. But tropes differ from one another in spite of the similarities that may exist among them. They
cannot differ or be similar, however, without having definite natures--and this means (given the assump-
tions of the theory) having distinguishing attributes. If atropetheory isconsistent in all its presuppositions,
athing’ s ostensible attributes are actually is constituents: “aisF’ impliesthat a particular F-nessis part of

a. Consequently, if a T-theory is consistent in thisway, it must alow that every trope consists of further



tropes--and so on without end. Since unanalyzable particularity can be no more allowable for tropes than
for ordinary particulars, every identifiable thing will decompose into a bundle of other things, and no bun-
dle will have an irreducible core. (An analogous consequence will hold for A-theories that regard particu-
lars as complexes of A-universals; thisis the objection that applies to “the first alternative” that | did not
discuss when | considered A-theories.)*

Adopting a defensive strategy similar to one naturally adopted A-theorists, T-theorists might argue
that tropes can resemble and differ without having similar or contrasting components--that their resem-
blances and differences can be ultimate facts about them. But an exactly parallel argument could be used to
argue that particulars can resemble and differ without having tropal constituents: their resemblances and
differences can be ultimate facts about them. The latter claim isno less credible than the former. Infact, it
is far more credible, all things considered: it does not have the bizarre consequences of a consistently de-
veloped trope theory.

Predication

When David Lewis, in hisimportant paper “New Work for a Theory of Universals,” criticized Arm-
strong’s main argument for universals, he insisted that predication should be acknowledged as “primitive,”
as not requiring any analysis, least of all the sort of analysis that Armstrong was tacitly requiring.® When
you attempt to explain why athing ais G by introducing some constituent u in a, whether A-type or T-
type, you are always left with an unexplained datum of the same structure: u isF. Thisway of putting the
point is closely related to mine; | have simply tried to show what happens when predication is consistently
analyzed according to the pattern assumed by an A- or T-theory.*

Although | would not attempt to analyze predication, | don’t want to say that | accept it as primitive
and let it go at that. The fact that shrewd philosophers constantly provide (or assume) unacceptable analyses
of it makes it important to offer some clarification of it--to say enough to help readers resist the tendency to
offer an analysis. | also want to say enough to discourage a philosopher from saying, as Armstrong did, that
if | say that adog is barking but “deny the metaphysical reality of properties and relations’ | am committed,
against my will, to the view that the world consists of “truly bare particulars.”?

To clarify the basic nature of predication as | understand it, it is helpful to consider what is funda-

mentally accomplished by elementary English sentences having a predicative function. The following ex-



amplesillustrate the simplest forms that A-theorists make use of in developing their views; they are also
employed by T-theorists, but | shall ignore the latter in this context.

(1) Socratesiswise.

(2)  Alcibiadeslaughed.

(3) Pato admired Socrates.

In (1) the predicate contains a linking verb conjoined to an adjective, a construction that A- theoristsinter-
pret as relating a subject to arepeatable universal. In (2) the predicate is a mere verb, which is less plausi-
bly interpreted by the subject-R-Fness paradigm; and in (3) the entire sentence must be transformed to ac-
cord smoothly with A-theorist preconceptions: it must assume the form of “ The ordered pair <Plato, Socra-
tes> R admires..”

In contrast to the A-theorist, | take the predicate of (1) to be a unit, one by means of which the per-
son denoted by the subject is described aswise. The predicate does not denote (or pick out) a repeatable
component that is attached to this subject; it applies directly to the subject itself, telling us what the subject
islike. Since awise person is not a characterless “this’ but a wise thing, the predicate of (1) gives no sup-
port to the inferences Chisholm regarded as a muddles. The sameistrue of the predicatein (2). Herea
simple verb is predicated of a subject: Alcibiades is described as having laughed at sometime. If, using the
sentence, | describe Alcibiades this way, | cannot reasonably allow that | have described a“bare” particu-
lar, for | have described Alcibiades as having laughed, and nothing ultimately characterless can do a thing
likethat. Sentence (3) issimilar to (1) and (2) in describing something, but it describes two people rather
than one: it describes Plato in relation to Socrates. 1t does not identify anything other than Plato and Socra-
tes, and there is no justification for representing its logical structure in the contrived way suggested above.

What | have just said no doubt needs elaboration, for the reasoning supporting the postulation of A-
universalsisvery deeply entrenched in the thought of many philosophers. The key consideration is that the
predicates in sentences like (1) and (2) directly apply to the things picked out by their subjects; they do not
apply to some further items that their subjects may possess. If | say that afire plug isred, the only thing |
am talking about is the fire plug; | am not talking about something that it “has.” Anyone who is familiar
with red things and understands English will know what | am in effect saying about the plug: Itisared

thing. Red things resemble one another with respect to color, but one should not suppose that this resem-



blance consists in a common component, an A-universal. The A-theorist Armstrong actually denies that
there are generic universals: he claims that repeatable determinate whites (for instance, yellowish whiteys
and greenish white,4) color-resemble without exemplifying a higher-order whiteness, and a T-theorist
would claim that corresponding tropes would color-resemble without containing a common white. | avoid
the exotic but make a parallel claim: white things (bed-sheets, writing paper) and red things (fire engines,
balloons) color-resemble one another without containing any common metaphysical element. If you are
familiar with fire engines and can speak English, you will know what | mean in speaking of a red balloon.
Y ou will not have to be familiar with any metaphysical entities, particular or general, that supposedly in-
here in certain balloons and fire engines.

Armstrong has argued that one cannot avoid postulating A-universals by speaking of color-
resemblance or shape-resemblance, because these resemblances are merely “respects’ in which objects
resemble and differ, and such respects require explanation by reference to A-universals. Armstrong’s ar-
gument is unconvincing, however. When we learn to apply a color vocabulary to the objects around us, we
learn to classify them, the objects, as more or less similar in color; and we readily learn to classify things as
more or less similar in respect to other possible descriptions: for instance, in respect to being round or
square. (“Isthisasround asthat?” we may ask?) What isredder or more round or squarer than another
thing are particulars; it isthey that we are comparing, not some abstract component that they have; anditis
they that resemble and differ in respect of their color or shape, and not their supposed abstract components.
When we apply predicates, simple or compound, to particulars, we describe those particulars (we say what
they arelike). We do the same when we speak of how they resemble one another.

It isuseless for an A-theorist or T-theorist to reply, “Why do you emphasize that we describe par-
ticulars? We don't deny this. We simply insist that particulars are truly described as thus and so because
they possess qualities, though we disagree about whether those qualities are repeatable or particular.” The
reply is useless because it assumes that true predication isinvariably explained or justified by reference to
items other than the particulars that are described.?* Y et these other items can do the intended work (of
explaining or justifying) only if they have natures of their own. If having a natureisinvariably assumed to
involve some kind of relation to a higher-order object that must itself have a nature of its own, asingle

predication is never fully understandable: it must always be understood (or tacitly analyzed) in relation to



something further, which must be understood in the same way--and so on without end. If apredicationis
ever fully understandable--and it usually is--some predication must be understandable in its own terms,
without reference to further objects. | contend that “x isround” and “X is scarlet” are acceptable examples
of predications understandable in this way.

Thusfar | have been speaking of describing objects. When we classify them, we commonly employ
aform of predication importantly distinguishable from the forms involved in (1), (2), and (3). This addi-
tional form isillustrated by (4):

(4) Gorgiasisasophist.

From alogical point of view, this sentence is actually ambiguous. On one reading it recalls Aristotle’ s exam-
ples of “things said of a subject that are not present in a subject.”? Read this way, the sentence serves to
classify its subject in relation to other things. Today, we commonly represent such a classification by speci-
fying a class to which the subject isrelated. If the subject isan individual, we say it isa member of therele-
vant class, asin “Gorgias is amember of the class of sophists’; if the subject isitself aclass, we often say itis
included inaclass,” asin “Humans are mortals.” These set-theoretical readings of the copula are not the only
relevant readings, because neither is appropriate for its occurrence in the formula“g 1 {x: x is asophist},”
which may be read “g isamember of the set of x’s such that x isasophist.” The“x isasophist” here calls
for areading that Frege would have represented by the now-familiar notation “Sx”: the object x falls under

the concept S.

Advantages of P-theories

This last example brings me to the subject of P-theories of universals, for Frege' s concepts are spe-
cial cases of such universals® As| understand them, P-theories are significantly different from A-theories
and T-theories. One merit of all of P-theoriesis that they do not attempt to analyze predication. They
specify a condition that must be satisfied if certain predications are true, but they do not imply that every
predication--least of al one to the effect that athing falls under a concept--must satisfy a similar condi-
tion.?* Thus, to be a human being, Socrates must fall under the concept human being, but to do this, he
must satisfy the conditions for being human; he does have to be related to some further object, which falls

under a further concept, as A- and T-theories stubbornly suppose. ©



Although theories of classes (or sets) are not usually considered theories of universals, classes can
also be considered P-universalsin my sense of theterm. The relation between classes and their membersis
naturally expressed in English by “isa’--asin “Gorgias is a sophist”--words that can also be used to ex-
press the relation between athing and a concept or Form that it falls under. | have said that one merit of a
P-theory is that it does not attempt to analyze predication, but whether a given P-theory is actually accept-
able obvioudly depends on how it conceives its P-universals, how it conceives the relation between P-
universals and particulars, and many other things. | want to say something about these matters now.

Instead of speaking of universals, most philosophers now speak of properties, relations being n-
place properties. Those who speak freely of properties generally suppose that the predicate “property”
picks out a definite or determinate class of objects. | have long regarded this supposition are erroneous,
and | am glad to see that the same view has recently been expressed by a philosopher of David Lewis's
distinction. When he introduced his own unusua conception of a property in On the Plurality of Worlds,
Lewis remarked:

It isnot asif we have fixed once and for all, in some perfectly definite and unequivocal way, on
the things we call “the properties,” so that we are now ready to enter into the debate about such
guestions as...whether two of them are necessarily coextensive.... The conception [of a property]
isin considerable disarray. It comesin many versions, differing in anumber of ways. The ques-
tion worth asking is: which entities, if any, among those we should believe in, can occupy which
versions of the property role.?®
Lewis claims that sets of possibilia are right for one version of the property role. | myself am not entirely
happy with sets of possibilia as Lewis understands them, for | am reluctant to acknowledge possibilia as
primitive entities. For thisand other reasons, | want to develop another conception of P-universals. 1t may
or may not be able to do the work of Lewis sets, but there is some work it can do very well.

The conception | want to recommend takes P-universals to be concepts. The word “concept” in
current usage (even in current philosophical usage) isjust as indefinite and equivocal as the word “ prop-
erty,” but it has connotations that make it suitable for the work | have in mind. Judging from an observa-
tion by Elizabeth Anscombe, the terminology of objects falling under conceptsis not unusual in everyday

German. She reported that Michael Dummett once saw in a Minster railways station a notice beginning
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“All objects that fall under the concept hand-luggage....” (Alle Gegensténde, die unter den Bergriff
Handgepéck fallen...). This anecdote reminds us that we commonly classify things by “concepts’ that are
humanly-invented and rest on conventions that may have significance only for special groups. Hand-
luggage is such a concept, and so are personal effects, engagement ring, American citizen, slave-driver,
mule, venetian blind, reptile,?’flotsam, jetsam, retriever, pointer, barber, typewriter, zipper, computer,
computer-programmer, disk jockey, and play-boy--thislist can be extended ad libitum. It istrue that things
in nature fall under these concepts, but it is absurd to suppose that these concepts are “eternal entities’ that
define the structure of reality, as Plato’s Forms were supposed to do. They all have histories, and they
came into existence as the result of numerous contingencies.

Another important feature of the concepts we use to classify objects is that they--or the words that
“express’ them--are vague. A vague word, as | understand it, is one that clearly applies to some actual or
imaginable things, that clearly failsto apply to some such things, and that neither clearly applies nor clearly
fails to apply to other such things. Bald and tall are standard examples of vague words, but in fact every
generic color word is vague, and so are most of the words we use in everyday life. Consider such words as
sarcastic, sardonic, frivolous, trivial, flimsy, superficial, paltry, petty, trifling, lucky, unimportant, yuppie,
dismal, morose, severe, zaney, dour, carefree, windy, brisk, sparse--again, the list can be continued almost
endlessly. Although such words can perfectly well express vague concepts or ideas, they cannot stand for
definite properties or items in reality, because nothing definite or determinate is connoted by them.

One might suppose that aword like bald could be construed to apply in a strict sense to people
whose head is utterly hairless and to apply to people with some hair only in aloose and popular sense. But
the word is not really used this way; and an analogous claim holds for vague words generally. Take the
word “sarcastic,” which is familiar to every adult speaker of English and is used with confidence even by
high school students. No adult or adolescent has any doubt about its application to some people and some
things they say. Some people are clearly sarcastic either generally or on some occasions; some people
clearly are not; and a great many people exhibit behavior that is not clearly classifiable either way. In spite
of the confidence with which “sarcastic” is commonly used, it is avery difficult word to define or even
clarify by synonyms. Its etymology is very illuminating, however. It derives from the Greek sarkazv (sar-

cazd), which Lidell and Scott define as “to rend of flesh like dogs.”?® Asthis derivation indicates, “sarcas-
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tic” was originally metaphorical. The metaphor is very tenuous today, but we still think of a sarcastic re-
mark as one that is wounding, hurtful (and a sarcastic person as someone prone to making such remarks).
Since we have encountered many clear cases of sarcasm and non-sarcasm, we have the ability to recognize
such cases when we see them; but we are constantly presented with borderline cases that we cannot confi-
dently classify either way. Most of our vocabulary islike this. Our words commonly involve metaphors--
compare inspire, inspiration; expire, expiration; understand, understanding-- and their meaning is rarely
precise or determinate.

A vague word does not specify an ordinary class of objects because it is not applicable to a definite
totality of things. So-called fuzzy classes do not require definite totalities, and it is sometimes suggested
that they can serve as the semantic correlates of vague predicates.® Fuzzy classes do not simply have
members, they have membersin various degrees. A particular fuzzy set is defined by afunction f, that
assigns to every object x in the relevant domain A a number fAo(x) between 0 and 1 inclusively that repre-
sents X’ s degree of membership in A. If avague predicate clearly appliesto an object a, fa(a) = 1; if the
predicate clearly fails to apply to an object b, fo(b) = 0; and if the predicate appliesto c in aless decisive
way, S s degree of membership in A falls somewhere in the interval between 0 and 1, say 0.6.

Although it is often useful to think of vague predicates as associated with fuzzy sets, thinking of
them this way involves a significant idealization, for vague predicates are generally too vague to be associ-
ated with a function assigning definite degrees of membership in the relevant class. Such membership de-
grees correspond to the degrees to which predicates are applicable to objects, and as matters stand one can-
not rightly specify a degree to which a vague predicate (“bald,” say) is applicable to every object. (Jones
may be a bit on the bald side, but we cannot realistically say that there is a precise degree to which heis
bald: the notion of being bald is simply not that determinate.) The significance of this fact for theories of
properties or universalsis that there is nothing in the world--no unitary class or thing--corresponding to
vague predicates that is sufficiently determinate to be the A- or T-universal (the “property”) that such
predicates supposedly represent. By contrast, the concepts expressed by such predicates are just as vague,
intuitively speaking, as the predicates themselves. The phenomenon of vagueness therefore poses no evi-
dent problems for a P-theory.

A New Look at Some Old Examples
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Analytic philosophers attracted to A-theories often support their views by reflecting on statements
such as the following:

(5) Honesty isavirtue.

(6) Redisacolor.

(7)  Napoleon had all the qualities of a great general.

Statements (5) and (6) here appear to be obvious truths, and if (7) is not true, a corresponding statement is
no doubt true for some other outstanding personage--Caesar, Hannibal, or perhaps Rommel or McCarthur.
Y et these truths seem to concern qualities, ostensible A-universals. If no analysis of them compatible with
argjection of A-universalsis possible (the claim is), atheory of A-universalsis prima facie acceptable and
should be accepted if no preferable alternative can be found.

In view of what | have argued in the last section, (5), (6), and (7)--even if obvioudly true--do not
actually support an A-theory: the principal wordsthey contain--“red,” “virtue,” “honesty,” “great general” -
-are patently vague, and vague words are very poor candidates for denoters of A-universals. Since the
statements are general and not restricted to the particular qualities of this or that particular, they lend no
obvious support to atrope theory either. Might they accord with a P-theory, one that takes P-universalsto
be concepts? The fact that they contain vague words and are universal in import is not at odds with the
assumptions of a P-theory. Could one plausibly read them as saying something about concepts or as being
explicable in relation to such things?

I think (5) and (6) can be plausibly interpreted by reference to a P-theory of concepts, but (7) is best
understood as involving only the kind of predication that does not introduce universals at all. Since the
development of atheory of concepts is the last item on my agenda, | shall dispose of (7) first. Itisrealy
not very complicated.

If we use schematic or “dummy” predicates as Quine often does,* we can express (7) without actu-
ally referring to qualities by (8):

8. If al great generals are F, Napoleon is F.

A dummy predicate stands in place of ordinary predicates; (8) is understood to be true just in case all sub-
stitution instances of (8) are true, a substitution instance being a well-formed sentence of English exactly

like (8) except for having a predicate in place of the dummy predicate “F.” An equivalent rendering of (7)
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would dispense with a dummy predicate in favor of avariable bound by a substitutional quantifier. The use
of substitutional quantifiers has been criticized in recent years, but not effectively. Thereisreally nothing
wrong with substitutional quantification if the language to which it is applied is appropriately regimented--
as it should aways be understood as being when formal devices are employed.®

The formulas (5) and (6) are so similar in logical structure that it might seem awaste of time to dis-
cuss both, but they actually raise dightly different problems. Anti-Platonists might be content to analyze
(6) as“Anything red is colored,” but aparalel analysisfor (7) is clearly untenable, since “ Anyone honest is
virtuous’ fails for honest people who lack other virtues--wisdom or courage, for instance. The fact that
these analyses clearly fail for one case is good evidence that they fail for both, for (5) and (6) pretty clearly
have the same logical structure. A different approach to both is therefore in order.

What are Concepts?

Earlier, | said that (6) and (7) could plausibly be interpreted by reference to atheory of concepts. To
provide such an interpretation, | must first explain what | shall understand by concepts. Analytic philoso-
phers constantly speak of concepts and their analysis, but they rarely explain what they conceive concepts
tobe. Asl noted, there is no definite and unequivocal sensein which the word is normally used in philoso-
phy. Thereis general agreement in limited respects--for example, it is commonly presumed that concepts
are associated with general words: A person who understands the adjective “red” is said to have the con-
cept of red, and this same concept is said to be possessed by someone who understands a word synonymous
with “red.” If we accept this presumption, we can say that the concept red is something associated with
“red” and its counterpartsin other languages. The questionis, “What isthe ‘ something’ and how isit asso-
ciated with the relevant words?’

One way of answering the question is suggested by the observation that a person who uses the word
“red” in speaking or thinking would generally be held to be employing the concept red. The same concept
would be employed by a French person who uses “rouge.” Now, if “rouge” isagood trandation of “red,”
the words are used in formally analogous ways. Speakers of French apply “rouge” to objects that speakers
of English would describe as red, and each would relate their word to other words of their languagein a
way that is parallel, formally speaking, to the usage of the other. Thus, the French would use “rouge” in

relation to “bleu” in basically the way that we use “red” in relation to “blue.” It is convenient to have a
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general term by which to classify words that are functional counterpartsin thisway. Such aterm was sup-
plied years ago by Wilfrid Sellars; he constructed it by means of his dot quotes: any expression that isa
functional counterpart to “red” can be described as a*red*.** (I use asterisks where Sellars uses dot-
guotes.) If we use Sellars' terminology, we can say that the concept red is something that is common and
peculiar to *red*s.

D. M. Armstrong once said that the task of giving an account of “the” type-token distinction isa
“compulsory question on the [philosopher’s| examination paper.”* A plausible way of relating *red*s to
the concept red isto say that the latter is the type of which the former are tokens. Saying this requires that
one come to terms with a type-token distinction (their may be more than one), but it accords with the com-
mon assumption that if you understand and use “red,” you have and employ the concept red, and that if you
understand and employ “rouge,” you have and employ the same concept.

When we think of types, we often describe them in ways appropriate to tokens. Thistendency is
perhaps evident in Plato’s practice of describing particulars as imperfect imitations of perfect Forms,* but
it stands out in Hilaire Belloc’s amusing lines:

The llamais awoolly sort of fleecy hairy goat,

With an indolent expression and an undulating throat.*
Itis obviousthat what is said of the type here is properly predicated of the tokens, for only particular [lamas
are fleecy hairy goats with indolent expressions and undulating throats. Surely no abstract object is hairy
and has an indolent expression! Wilfrid Sellars devoted alot of attention to expressions such as “the
[lama’; he called them distributive singular terms (or DSTs) and said that statements containing them are
definitionally equivalent to statements about concrete things. In his view a statement of the form “the
llamaisf” can be paraphrased as “Llamas aref.” . Hisview isvery plausible, | think, for “Thellamaisa
woolly sort of fleecy hairy goat” seems to be about actual |lamas. Doubts have been raised about whether
the view is actually true, however; and | want to say something about these doubts before proceeding with

the subject of concepts. They are clearly pertinent to the view | wish to defend.

Some Problems about DSTs
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The doubts in question were directed to a claim by Nelson Goodman, who viewed types pretty much
as Sellars did. Goodman had said that a statement ostensibly about types, “‘Paris’ consists of five letters,”
is short for “Every ‘ Paris -inscription consists of five letter-inscriptions.”®’ Linda Wetzel has recently ob-
jected to Goodman’s claim on two principal grounds.® The first was that the statement ostensibly about
the type “Paris’ is true but the alleged equivalent is actually false: Many “Paris’-inscriptions are mis-
spelled, damaged, or contain typos, and as aresult do not contain five letter-inscriptions. Wetzel’s point is
ageneral one: what is true of the typeis not correspondingly true of all tokens: “the species Ursus horribi-
lis can be characterized as ferocious,” she says, “even if some members of the species aretimid” (p. 363).
The second ground was that there may be truths about types in the absence of any tokens of those types.
Many sentences of English have never been uttered or written down; and while there may be tokens of
formulas F and Y, there may be no tokens of their conjunction, although the conjunction-type unques-
tionably exists. (Thislast objection, as| have formulated it, obviously needs some development to provide
a counter-example to Goodman'’s claim, but | shall givethat later. 1t does clearly conflict, however, with
the idea that statements about types are short for statements about tokens.)

Wetzel‘ sfirst objectionis clearly right: tokens often fail to live up to the type. Thisfact does not
require one to reject the suggested analysis, however; it merely requires an obvious amendment.* Ostensi-
ble type-statements seem to involve idedlizations: “the” [lama has the traits of typical examples of the spe-
cies, not unusual examples that have been shaved, burned, starved, or beaten. An analogous point holds for
words and letters. Thetype “Paris’ has the traits of undamaged, unblemished, well-formed tokens. To
save the analysis, we therefore adjust the domain of quantification relevant to the tokens. “‘Paris’ consists
of five letters’ isthus short for a qualified statement about inscriptions: ““Every well-formed * Paris -
inscription (every good example) consists of five letter-inscriptions.”

Goodman actually eludes Wetzel' s second abjection by the way he formulates his view. Hisclaim
about ostensible typesis actually restricted to inscriptions: it isany “‘Paris consists of five letters’-
inscription that is supposed to be short for “Every ‘Paris -inscription consists of five letter-inscriptions.”
Since every “‘Paris consists of five letters’-inscription contains a“ Paris’-inscription containing five | etter-
inscriptions, there can be no problem for Goodman of not having enough tokens to vindicate his analysis.

A problem apparently remains, however, for aclaim | think he ought to accept. He ought to agree that
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there are sentences of English that have never been tokened and never will be tokened, and that there are
fal sehoods about these sentences (these sentence-types) that correspond to vacuous truths about the unto-
kened tokens. Consider the following nonsense that can be kicked away like Wittgenstein’ s ladder once the
relevant point is grasped: “Sentencetype F contains one hundred and twenty words’ is false (because it
contains a hundred and twenty-one words) but “" t(t is aF -inscription E t contains 121 word-inscriptions)”
is vacuously true (because ~$t(t a F -inscription)).

Goodman has a solution to this last problem, however. It isowing to his calculus of individuals.
According to his sum axiom, the sum of any two individualsis an individual, no matter how scattered those
individuals may be.®® Asthe result of this axiom, Goodman would say that if there are inscriptions of F,
Y, and“&,” aninscription that isthe conjunction of F and Y also exists. This solution seems acceptable to
me, but if one is unwilling to make use of it, one could equally say (as | have earlier) that atoken of every
sentence of English can be found in any token of the alphabet: to find it one simply has to go through the

alphabet in the right way.*

More about Concepts

My concern here is concepts, not sentence-types and sentence-tokens; so | shall say no more about
Goodman' s views of word-types and word-tokens. The hypothesis| am considering is that what is ostensi-
bly true of concepts reduces to what is true of certain tokens, specifically certain general terms. The idea
seems reasonable in view of some standard assumptions about concepts: Jacques has the concept snow iff
he understands some general term, perhaps “neige,” that is a* snow*; Jacques and Tom have a common
concept iff they understand general terms that are functional counterparts; and | have a concept that is ap-
plicable to snow iff | have a general term that is applicable to it.

Since | am using Sellars' dot quotes to create special predicates applicable to tokens that are func-
tional counterparts, | should emphasize that Sellars applied these predicates to mental tokens as well as
physical ones. He did this because he was convinced that we can think what we can say and that we can do
so without saying anything to ourselves in the way we mentally say something when we silently recite a
poem to ourselves. If, without uttering anything, we think “That snow is yellow,” we are employing con-

cepts of snow and of something yellow, and doing this requires that certain elements of our thought do the
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functional work of “snow” and “yellow.” These elements are reasonably described as * snows* s and
*yellow* s even though they differ from audible * snows* s and *yellow* s in material (that is, nonfunc-
tional) respects.

One more point about concepts. Could a concept exist at atimeif no tokens “expressing” it exist at
that time or any time before it? Since | believe that concepts are plainly created by human beings (some
evolve in human speech; some are created deliberately), | want to say no. But surely a concept could still
exist if everyone were asleep and no tokens of it were written down anywhere. This sounds right. One
could, of course, say (as| did earlier) that every sentence of English can be found in any instance of the
English alphabet, but it seems reasonable to concede that a given concept could exist if everyone were
asleep and no English letter-tokens existed at all. For the concept to exist under such conditions, | would
maintain, however, that it must be “present in potentiality,” as Aristotle would say: people must have in-
stances of it in their verbal repertoire, so that they can bring it to mind if they want to. (If they have actu-
aly lost it, it isgone and can exist only if it isrecreated.) This last contention requires a further qualifica-
tion to the definitional schemafor concept DSTs: the * A* isF just when every typical *A* isF and there
are* A*sin someone’ s verbal repertoire. The last clause need not actually appear on the right-hand side of
theformulaif it isallowed that it isimplied by the left-hand side. | think the implication should be allowed
because we would not speak of the llama if there were no llamas. | think we would speak of the unicorn
only in amythological context. If someone spoke of the unicorn in an ordinary context, we would proba-
bly say “What do you mean, the unicorn? There aren’t any, you know.”*

| have now said enough about concepts to return to the problem sentences (5) and (6)--namely,
“Honesty isavirtue” and “Red isacolor.” If the term “honesty,” owing to vagueness and other things,
must represent a concept rather than an A-universal, then the predicate in “Honesty is a virtue” must be
appropriate to such a concept. Intuitively speaking, the idea must be that honesty is a virtue concept. Sen-
tence (5) is thus reconstructed, according to the P-theory | am recommending, by akind of semantic ascent.
As thus reconstructed, (5) is not equivalent to an assertion about mere words; it is equivalent to an assertion
about items (words or thought-fragments) that are * honest* s and virtue-predicates. Since both terms of (5)

areimplicitly general, its copula has the sense of “are”: All (typical) * honest*s are virtue-predicates. A
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similar analysisis appropriate for (6): All *red*s are color-predicates. A predicate in the sensein point
here is simply something that plays the role of (that is, functions as) a predicate.”®
The Plausibility of the P-theory

The treatment just given of (5) and (6) may seem excessively contrived, but it gives the right results,
fitting together nicely with the arguments of preceding sections.

We obvioudly have a concept of honesty; and when we apply it to Tom and Sally (or say, in a Fregean
moment, that they “fall under” it) we are describing them, saying that they are honest : we are not talking
about an object that is separable from human beings.** We may apply the same concept to other people,
too; if we are right about them and also right about Tom and Sally, they are all relevantly similar. We
know what an honest person is like, and if we are pressured into trying to describe honesty, we either talk
about our concept or we end up describing someone behaving honestly--just as John Locke’ s blind man,
trying to say what scarlet is like, ends up describing something that is as bright and strident as he knows the
sound of atrumpet is. (What isthus bright and strident is avisible thing, not an abstract entity “possessed”
by visible things.)

Since the predicate “is honest,” like the predicates “is virtuous’” and “iswise,” is vague, a treatment
of “honesty” that construesit as referring to a concept has additional merit--asis atreatment that declares
concepts to be human inventions.. The advantages increase when concepts are construed as reducible to
predicates. Predicates are vague or nonvague, and they are also human creations belonging to contingently
existing languages. As for the application of concepts to redlity, this can be explained by means of the ap-
plication (or denotation) of predicates. Concepts“apply to” objects just when things “fall under” them; and
if “the (concept) honesty appliesto x’S” can be understood as equivalent to “all *honest*s denote x’s,” the
notion of athing “falling under” a concept will be explicable in relation to denotes, a concept relating
fragments of utterances or inscriptions to linguistic norms (or dispositions) and associated natural objects.
Since norms or dispositions relate utterances and inscriptions to natural objects in naturalistically under-
standable ways, the P-theory | have been sketching lacks the other-worldly mystery of the Platonic original.

It accords nicely with the naturalistic view of the world that is becoming common in analytic philosophy.*®

Bruce Aune
University of Massachusetts, Amherst
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Endnotes
!| speak loosely of universals here. Theterm is best applied to the objects of A-theories or P-theories, but
T-theories provide an aternative account of what general terms supposedly denote, and it is convenient to
have aword that applies to the supposed objects of all such theories. My choice of “universal” seemswell-
suited for this limited purpose.
2D. M. Armstrong, Nominalism and Realism (Cambridge: CUP, 1978), p. xiii.
3Armstrong says, “If two things have the very same property, then that property is, in some sense, ‘in’ each
of them,” ibid., p. 108.
* Keith Campbell, “The Metaphysics of Abstract Particulars,” in D.H. Méellor and Alex Oliver, eds., Prop-
erties (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 1997), pp. 125-139.
® | have criticized it in Bruce Aune, Metaphysics: the Elements (Minneapolis: U of Minn. Press, 1985), pp.
48f.
® See Armstrong, Nominalism and Realism, pp. 89-101.
" See below, p. 8
8 John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, ed. G. A. Fraser, vol. 1 (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1984), p. 392.
See Edwin Allaire, “Bare Particulars,” Philosophical Studies, XV (1963),
1°H M. Armstrong, “[Reply] To Aune,” in Radu J. Bogdan, ed., D.M. Armstrong (Dordrecht: Reidel, 1984),
p. 254.
" Ibid.
2 Ibid.
3 R. M. Chisholm, Person and Object (London: Allen & Unwin, 1976), pp. 43f. Chisholm says the first
argument “seems’ to have been offered by Edwin Allairein “Bare Particulars,” (op.cit.); he quotes the sec-
ond argument from Bertrand Russell, An Inquiry Into Meaning and Truth (London: Allen & Unwin, 1948),
p. 97.
14 Chisholm, p. 39.

% 1n“To Aune,” Armstrong expresses a cautious attitude to this principle, saying “It may be that some such
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principleistrue’ (p. 252); but in discussing the view that he calls Predicate Nominalism, he raises the ques-
tion, “In virtue of what do these general terms apply to the things that they apply to?’ implying that a satis-
factory answer will have to refer to universals. See Nominalism and Realism, p. 19.

16 Armstrong, “[Reply] To Aune,” p. 252.

Y Seep. 3.

18 David Lewis, “New Work for a Theory of Universals,” Australasian Journal of Philosophy, 61/4 (De-
cember, 1983), 343-77; reprinted in Properties, pp. 188-227. (Lewis remarks about predication occur on
pp. 197-201.) | interpret Lewis claim that predication should be acknowledged as primitive as equivalent
to the claim that a predication to the effect that athing a is F may be incapapable of any ontologically more
revealing paraphrase. | say “may” rather than “is’ because some predications do admit of such para-
phrases. “$x(x isabrother of Tom or x isasister of Tom)” may be arevealing paraphrase of “Tom isa
sibling.”

9 Actually, | made essentially the same point as Lewis in both Metaphysics: the Elements, p. 44 , and in
“Armstrong on Universals and Particulars,” where | said “Whatever the ultimate entities of the world may
be, a proposition of the form “ais F” must be true of them without implying the existence of further, more
elementary entities. If universals did exist, they themselves would be describable by propositions of this
form; but the proponent of universals would not insist that such propositions could be true only if entites of
afurther sort exist. To parody Wittgenstein, Predication has to come to an end somewhere” (Bogden, D.M.
Armstrong, p. 167)..

2 |bid., p. 254.

2 This claim would not be made by my colleague Jonathan Shaffer, who postul ates tropes only to account
for the causal properties (or interactions) of empirical objects: he does not suppose that a trope corresponds
to every true predication. In opposition to hisview, | say that the special tropes he recognizes are excess
baggage, for athing's causal interactions are adequately explainable by reference to its own empirical char-
acter: awindow shatters, for example, becauseit is brittle and struck by a sufficiently heavy object. The
same principles applies to the interactions of micro-entities: they behave as they do because of what they
arelike. No special tropes are needed.

2 Aristotle, Categories, 1a20-25
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% See Gottlob Frege, “On Concept and Object,” trans. P.T. Geach in P.T. Geach and Max Black, eds.,
Trandlations from the Philosophical Writings of Gottlob Frege (Oxford: Blackwell, 1952), pp. 42-55

% That is, they do not require that “afalls under the concept C” istrue only if a falls under the concept falls
under the concept C--as“a swims’ is supposed to be true only if a falls under the concept swims.

% There are, of course, certain casesin which athing satisfies the conditions for being F only if it is related
to afurther thing: to be a brother one must be suitably related to another person. The point is simply that
there is no general requirment to this effect.

% David Lewis, On the Plurality of Worlds (Oxford: Blackwell, 1986), p. 55.

% The word “reptile” is apparently now obsolete for the purposes of zoological classification. According to
Gribben and Cherfas, zoological species are now classified (at least among influential groups) partly by
reference to DNA and histological properties, and animals formerly classified as reptiles are often quite
dissimilar in these respects, turtles sharing more DNA with chickens than with snakes. See John Gribben
and Jeremy Cherfas, The Monkey Puzzle (New Y ork: McGraw-Hill, 1983), p. 93.

% A Lexicon Abridged from Liddell and Scott’s Greek-English Lexicon (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1984). p.
630.
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McDowell, eds., Truth and Meaning (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1976), pp. 325-419. More recently, the use
of substitutional quantification has been criticized in certain contexts by Peter van Inwagen and James
Tomberlin: they obtain false conclusions from true premises by introducing expressions that would tacitly
be excluded by a thoughtful user of the device. Itiswell known that standard logical axioms are easily fal-
sified if schematic letters are replaced by unintended substituends such as “ This statement isfalse,” but the
class of such substituends is not explicitly identified when logic isinformally used. The sameis true for
the informal use of substitutional quantifiers. See Peter van Inwagen, “Why | Don’t Understand Substitu-

tional Quantification,” Philosophical Studies, 39 (1981), 281-285, and James Tomberlin, “Belief, Nominal -
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ism, and Quantification,” in Tomberlin, ed., Philosophical Perspectives, vol. 4 (Atascadero, CA: Ridge-
view, 1990), 573-579.

32 See Wilfrid Sellars, “Abstract Entities,” Review of Metaphysics, XV (1963), reprinted in Sellars, Phi-
losophical Perspectives (Charles Thomas: Springfield, IL, 1967), pp. 229-269.

% Nominalism and Realism, p. 17.

% Asin Republic 597a

% Hilaire Belloc, “The Llama,” in H. Belloc, Complete Verse (London: Duckworth, 1970), p. 245.

% See “ Abstract Entities” and also Sellars, Naturalism and Ontology (Atascadero, CA: Ridgeview, 1979),
pp. 89-99. For ageneral discussion of the logic of DSTs, see C.H.Langford, “The Institutional Use of
‘The’,” Philosophy and Phenomenonogical Research, X (1949), 115-120.

37 Nelson Goodman, The Structure of Appearance, second ed. (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1966), pp.
360ff.

% Linda Wetzel, “The Trouble with Nominalism,” Philosophical Sudies, XCVIII (2000), 361-370.

% Frege noted thisin “On Concept and Object”; he said that “ The horse is a four-legged animal” is“proba-
bly best regarded” as expressing a universal judgment, say “All properly constituted horses are four-legged
animals’; see Frege, p. 45.

“ See Sructure of Appearance, p. 51.

“ | expressed this view in my book, Metaphysics: The Elements, p. 66.

“2\What about the assertion “ The passenger pigeon isextinct”? It seems to me that in this context “the pas-
senger pigeon” isnot a DST but the name of a species. Individual pigeons are not extinct; the speciesis: it
has no instances.

3 As my qualification isintended to indicate, speaking of a predicate playing a role does not “commit one
to the irreducible reality of roles,” for “functions as a predicate” merely describes a predicate as “isred” or
“actsfoolish” describes athing or a person.

“ |f we want to retain the word "property" in espousing a P-theory, we may easily do so by employing the
schema, x has the property of being F just when x falls under (or satisfies) the concept of being F . If we
adopt this theoretically limited usage for "property,” which does not take the word to denote irreducible

objects distinct from particulars, we can say that a bald man has the property of being bald or sarcastic even
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though we insist that the only things vague in the world are words or concepts. Our talk of properties will
be a mere facon de parler, having no ontological significance.
> My treatment of a P-theory featuring concepts is indebted to Wilfrid Sellars's “naturalistic” treatment of
abstract objects in Naturalism and Ontology, but it is considerably less ambitious: my account is restricted
to atheory of P-universals, not abstract objects generally. What | say hereisactually consistent with areal-
ist view of classes, species, and numbers.
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