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The Miracle of Beings and Properties

“The beginning of wisdom is the realization that sameness is always relative to a predicate.” Donald Davidson

I Where do objects and properties come from?

1) The old question
Here’s an old-style philosophical problem, addressed by our ancestors: By what miraculous arrangement does it happen that the world is intelligible and knowable? How can we know that our concepts fit nature? Various answers were proposed over the years:

a) God made things, people are in God’s image

b) souls have access to the Forms

c) men are by nature such as to know

d) nature is ideas; so mind and nature are the same

After Hume’s sharpening of the issue, and lacking confidence in god-arguments, Kant suggested that the correlation was due to our imposing conceptual structures on a given. Thus nature as we experience it will be causally organized, consist of enduring objects, and so forth. Hegel, among others, continues this thought, in a way, by noting that “nature itself” really has no role in a Kantian scheme. Thus Hegel makes the world we experience identical with our consciousness, properly understood, so that the close fit is not surprising since it’s a fit between the true us and us.

This old problem, most clearly since Quine’s 1969 “Epistemology Naturalized,” has been by and large Darwined away. The correlation between our thought and the structure of the world is to be explained by our having survived some hundreds of millions of years in that very world. We get the basic categories of the world right because we are descendants of organisms who by happy accident got things more and more right. The details vary, but the basic issue is pretty much solved. 

2) A new puzzle

Kant, however, is not quite done. Within the old question lay hidden a prior question that I have never seen articulated: How do we explain the stroke of luck by which nature conforms to the requirement of a language with infinite expressive capacity that is learnable by finite beings? What a lucky thing that, just as a recursive semantics for a language that allows logical relations between truth-functionally simple sentences requires general terms and singular terms, so nature is parceled out into beings, corresponding to singular terms, and properties, corresponding to general terms. 

The new miracle is different from the old one. For the old miracle, we needed to explain how nature accommodated the particular concepts we in fact had. If we had had different concepts, nature would have had to accommodate differently. That is, what needed to be explained was nature’s selection of concepts that matched the concepts we happened to have. It was a correlation problem, solved definitively by the Darwinian thinking of Quine and his successors.


The new miracle is quite a bit deeper. Without a general term/ singular term distinction, and ‘true of” as a basic device, humans could not think at all. So, for intelligibility to be possible, it appears that nature must itself be divided into beings and properties. This basic structure of nature makes intelligibility possible. 


Does Darwinian explanation help in understanding how this structure of nature fits the structure of language? We can understand, of course, how organisms could develop to accommodate themselves to the structure of nature, by coming to represent objects and having primitive forms of general terms. What would be still a remarkable miracle is that, as it happens, nature is in the only configuration, being divided into objects and properties, that allows intelligibility. Nature appears to be designed to be understandable. Our ability to evolve into conformity with the structure of nature does not explain the happy fact that nature has the one structure that allows intelligibility so that there is something to evolve into. 
3) The miracle has some puzzling features, however. 

3a) Some really interesting problems of metaphysics depend on the idea that nature is divided into beings and properties and that predicates name properties and singular terms name beings.

3a1) If the properties are really separable, how do we think of “is one” and “exists”? These predicates have to apply to an object in order for the object to qualify as a property-bearer. Furthermore, given that properties are themselves beings, predicates like “exists” and “one” seem to apply to these very properties themselves. (Plato)

3a2) More generally, substance-determining properties such as “is a man” seem to require a relation other than attachment between the subject and the feature. The property seems to constitute the object. (Aristotle)

3a3) Relational properties attach to what? Ordered n-tuples are no good, since they’re not concrete. Aggregates are no good because relational properties are not always symmetric. 
3a4) Etc. 
Metaphysicians through the centuries have earned their living dealing with these problems.
3b) We posit properties and beings whether or not pushed by nature

  
Suppose nature is divided in itself into beings and properties, which happily allows us to think about it. But the beings and properties that allow us to get along as organisms, the ones that Darwinian thinking explains, turn out not to be the beings and properties that have the best laws, and that our best science takes to be fundamental. The beings that encompass us organisms and are the focus of Darwinian concern of organisms are not the fundamental objects. The properties are not the properties that nature itself selected. 

If it had not been for the features of ribonucleic and deoxyribonucleic acid that brought about complexes that can reproduce, and the happy accident that there are environments in which such complicated compounds can occur, terms for organisms and medium-sized objects would have no application whatsoever. 


So, it’s hard to see how nature’s being divided into beings and properties would actually explain how it came about that nature is structured in a way that allows it to be intelligible to us.  The divisions into properties and beings that matter to organisms, including the ones that identify those very organisms, seem not to be a product of nature, but rather a very sloppy product of those very sloppy products, organisms, themselves. 

RNA and DNA, in the right environment, lead to complexes that respond to complexes differentially. In the longish run, selection leads to some of the complexes having languages whose referents, so to speak, are the sloppy objects recognition of which account for their existence. Organisms and medium-sized objects, that is, are best construed as cultural objects of the advanced carbon-based replicator culture. We make our objects. In Hegel’s sense, our objects are us.  
In any case, nature doesn’t seem to be doing any work on the being-property front that really accounts for the nice correlation between language being possible and nature’s actually having beings and properties. That is, even granting that nature itself is intrinsically organized into beings and properties, that would not explain OUR accommodation to that fact.


The striking truth is that we think in terms of beings and properties whether or not nature dictates those properties and beings. We for two thousand years at least thought that the fundamental kinds of stuff are earth, air, fire and water. We still think those are kinds of stuff, of course, and can by and large sort stuffs according to those predicates. However, we don’t think that nature divides the world this way. 
Of course, it’s inconceivable that nature would not be conceived as beings and properties. But that just restates the question. How does it happen that nature is conceivable?
4) Quinean Kantianism

So, we conceive of the world in terms of properties and beings whether or not nature’s own divisions trains us that way. We couldn’t do anything else and speak and think in a language with decent resources. So, a kind of Kantianism suggests itself—the being/property scheme is something we do, not something nature does. We have to think in languages with singular terms and predicates (or functions). To think about the world, we “posit” beings and predicate things of them. 

The view does not imply that we are mistaken to think in object-property terms, or that we misrepresent the world by imposing being/property structure. This text is in a font, Times New Roman. Nothing about the text is reflected in its having to be in a font. But it would be odd to hold that, because there is nothing in the sentences that demands a particular font, the text as typed somehow adds something that’s not there in the sentences. Times New Roman does not distort. You can’t write on the computer without using a font. The mistake we could make would be to think that something about these sentences was Times New Roman, that Times New Roman cuts languages at the joints. 
II Replies to Objections and Queries
1) Alternative predicate schemes?


If there are no “natural” divisions into beings and properties, then there would seem to be alternative concepts and alternative singular terms. There are several points to make about such alternatives:
1a) We cannot formulate their existence merely by appeal to set theory and the possibility of grouping objects differently than we do. The possibilities of which objects to posit are not given, in any sense I can figure. On a Quinean-Kantian conception, the very objects we come to posit may be different.  There is no general way in advance to say what those different objects will be like. Plato would not be able to guess that his successors would be talking about gluons, for instance.

1b) Of course, if the question is,  can we formulate alternative predicates, the answer is clearly yes. Such alternatives may turn out to be quite unsatisfactory on formal grounds. It may well turn out that objects and their predicates are made for each other, in the sense that important features of a predicate system, for instance predicates having ranges of contraries and the like, cannot be achieved by re-sorting the objects and properties of a given system into new configurations.
1c) The alternatives are not global alternatives for us. The alternatives may not even be global alternatives for any language whatsoever. “Is a language” is a predicate in our system of concepts, along with “speaker,” “thinks,” and the whole intentional framework. That intentional framework treats us as special medium-sized objects to whom those predicates apply. So, we think of ourselves as such medium-sized objects dealing with medium-sized objects. So, for us, while there can be substantial additions and modifications of our theories, when we stop believing in the Tooth Fairy and start to wonder about gravitons, global conceptual change, with mostly new objects and mostly new predicates, is out of the question.
2) Supervenience?


When we think the world is divided in itself into objects and properties, it is plausible to hold that there can be no differences in truths about the macro-objects without differences in truths about the micro-objects. On the Quinean-Kantian conception, without a bottom level given by nature, such supervenience claims have to be formulated as claims about what one’s current theory posits as the most fundamental objects. My impression of the current state of particle physics is that there is no great confidence that it is anything like a final theory. I take the rhetoric of labeling quark-binding particles “gluons” and calling the a property of quarks “charm” to indicate a bit of recent survey of the 
3) Laws of Nature


Nothing in Quinean-Kantianism denies that there is a “way the world is.” Relative to any of our predicates and any of our singular terms, sentences are (generally) either true or false. The truths able to be stated with some predicates, however, do not yield useful laws. 
What are laws, according to this Quinean-Kantian conception of a world without a single natural being-property distinction? Simple enough. Laws are general truths that are also necessary or pretty necessary.  The Quinean-Kantian conception of reality allows for laws of all kinds, corresponding to the various modalities. “Good pitching almost always beats good batting,” “The ratio of intensity of radiation has to equal the square of the relative distances from the radiation source.” 
How can we explain laws without appealing to privileged beings and properties? Beings and properties only explain laws by fiat, by saying that the privileged beings have natures (essences) such that they have to have certain properties. That is, a primitive modality “have to” is invoked. Rephrasing this in terms of possible worlds likewise retains primitive modality. So, appealing to our predicate “necessarily” as basic, that is, being a modal primitivist, is just as acceptable as putting off the modal primitivism. 

If one asks for an explanation of why the inverse square law, for instance, is necessary, the explanation in terms of mathematics and physics seems much more relevant than the various pseudo-explanations of metaphysics.
4) The Elder Problem


The Elder Problem is the paradox that, on the picture suggested above of a world with no division in nature between beings and properties, the subjects (us) who use these predicates seem to be mere fictions. Thus the above picture might seem to require fictions to posit fictions. Let me begin with a few disclaimers and claimers:
a) On my view, and I think Davidson’s and Quine’s as well, the predicates we use are not generally chosen, but rather inherited along Quinean lines. Since thought, on my view, is in language rather than “translated into” language, there is no pu sto from which to make such decisions about what to mean by what. Once we have a metalanguage, we can contemplate alternatives, come up with new terms, and so forth.
b) Most of what we say with our evolved predicates is true. The fact that “tall” doesn’t reduce to something precise and scientific doesn’t make sentences using “tall” false, it just makes them less useful for many purposes.

c) Given the Davidsonian account of truth, the objects picked out by predicates in an imperfect predicate-system are real. That is, if “There are three chairs in the room” is true, there are three chairs in the room. So chairs are real. Given that connection to the common world is how language gets underway, the vast majority of the things people try to talk about are there to be talked about. Apart from the idea that there is a natural division of the world into a special set of objects and a special set of properties, there is no reason to restrict “reality” to the “best scientific concepts” or other such conceits. 
But there is still the problem of how to think of subjects (like us) existing in such a world. It seems that some account of self-conscious subjects who are not especially privileged objects is demanded. On a conception of “ordinary” objects as conventional, the picture would be that somehow conventional subjects make themselves up. The present account is not conventionalist, but may seem to have a problem in the use of “posit.” The allegory below shows how a posit can posit. The key is that “positing” need  not be construed as a voluntary choices, but rather as evolved discriminations.  
In the account below, we will suppose a “basic” ontology of real space-time points. By the theory that objects and properties are our imposition and required for intelligibility, it is not surprising that any description would have to use an ontology.
So, what we need is an evolving “medium-sized object” system of predicates and singular terms. In an environment with medium-sized objects interacting with one another, it can happen (in the right environment, given DNA or the like) that some medium-sized objects reproduce similar medium-sized objects. Given differential success in such reproduction, it can come to matter that such medium-sized objects respond differently to features approximated by MSO predicates. Patterns of responses that increase the probability of reproduction, when those patterns are themselves reproduced, lead to greater probabilities of reproduction. It can turn out to be advantageous for such organisms to respond to their own responses, and to represent their responses. They can come to have a language that embodies a medium-sized object predicate scheme. Of course, such medium-sized objects will think of themselves as medium-sized objects. Given that their entire language is built on medium-sized objects and their properties, they could hardly do anything else. (This is not to say that there could not be other kinds of language-users besides medium-sized objects.)
Now, such a scheme is indeed natural for such objects in such specialized and rare environments. But  that does not mean that nature selected that scheme. It means that, in this specialized environment, in broad outlines, this scheme works well enough. The positing is automatic, up to the point at which some of these organisms are so self-conscious that they are conscious of their scheme and the possibilities of alternatives (but perhaps not alternatives for them.)
The idea that nature itself selects a division into frogs and non-frogs is the kind of anthropocentrism characteristic of the Western monotheisms. The idea that nature’s real divisions are focused on the 10-90 percent of the universe in which the peculiar conditions for self-conscious organic life obtain is far-fetched. Far more reasonable to say that every division into beings and properties is correct, would allow truths to be stated using predicates and singular terms if there were language-using entities for which those discriminations were useful.
III The Quinean-Davidsonian account of predication, truth, and being

In effect, I understand Quine, and Davidson following him to have proposed an alternative conception of Being. Beings are in a certain sense artifacts rather than givens. This is a Kantian interpretation of Quine’s characterization of entities as “posits” interpreted in Davidsonian given-less terms.


I start from this consideration: We cannot be rational agents and thinkers unless we can make well-founded inferences which are not truth-functionally valid. A rational being must be able to reason from, for instance, “All frogs are green” and “Joe is a frog” to “Joe is green.” Such inferences are only possible in a language with sub-sentential structure, that is, equivalents to singular terms and general terms. So, any thinking being must think in terms of objects as referents of singular terms, and properties, as general terms true of such objects.

On one conception, the anthropocentric one, our minds are suited to nature by a natural law about us. For Plato, there is an affinity of soul to the structure of reality.
 For Aristotle, the intellect is a faculty which gets forms of natural kinds without their matter. Nature is articulated into beings and properties and the articulation our thought and speech, happily, matches the articulation of the world. The modern version of the adequation of our minds to the joints in the world makes our minds conform to nature via an account involving evolution. But only very imperfect laws will result from this approach, given the vast difference between the equations that describe what happens in space-time and the crude, exceptionful generalizations available about macro-objects. It is difficult to see how any version of “natural joints” could correspond to the vague extensions of the predicates true of medium-sized objects that the sorites argument makes salient. As discussed in Chapter 2, this is the dilemma that post-Aristotelian essentialists have had to deal with since it became clear that the objects of the sciences with the strongest laws are not organisms and not the objects we organisms deal with in our lives. I regard this as the main crisis of contemporary metaphysics.

Given that we correctly make strong modal claims about medium-sized objects, some kind of basis in the natures of things must be constructed to support such claims. Many philosophers
 who quite reasonably wish to make their metaphysics accommodate common sense have proposed a variety of accounts of how the objects of everyday life fit with an underlying world of micro-particles. I do not intend to try to refute their views or to show that no such view could possibly work.

On the alternative Kantian
 conception, there is no miraculous match between the structure of language and a special ontology of beings and properties. Rather, we impose a structure of singular terms and predicates as a condition of thinking and using a language. This is not to say that we misrepresent anything in doing so, or that what our sentences are about is “phenomenal” rather than noumenal. Just as any text must be in some font or other, any thinkable thoughts and speakable discourses must have general terms and singular terms. From this point of view, the idea that nature itself is divided up into beings and properties to correspond to our predicates is like the idea that only Times New Roman gets English right. 

I call this view of ontology “Kantian” because of the strong similarity between Kant’s approach to metaphysical questions and what is being proposed here. Kant thought that many metaphysical questions were mistakenly taken to be questions about a given, knower-dependent reality. He had arguments designed to show that those issues were really about what knowers have to be like. In a similar fashion, the present view of ontology takes the articulation of the world into beings and properties to be an artifact of the necessity of thinking in a language that allows inferences that depend on sub-sentential structure, rather than a feature of the world itself, intrinsic to nature. This Kantian version of Davidson, like Kant, takes the structure of logic to be the structure of the world as we can think it, but with a better conception of the structure of logic. 

Quine’s and Davidson’s analogy is that to suppose there is a given articulation in nature would be like supposing that space comes intrinsically divided into meters, and time comes segmented into seconds. It is true that in order to apply mathematics to space and time, which application is a necessity for the possibility of formulating decent physical laws, some unit must be posited. Likewise, in order to think about the world, the thinking must be in an articulated language. To deny that space is itself articulated in terms of meters is not to deny that meters are real.
 Likewise, to deny that nature divides the world into chairs, squirrels, and hadrons is not to deny that chairs, squirrels, and hadrons are real things. Just as space in not given in meters, so the physical world of objects is not given in chairs, squirrels, and hadrons. 
The general character of the posits and predicates we in fact employ is by and large determined by our billions-of-years-long sequence of ancestors. Most of our posits are inheritances, rather than voluntary creations.
 By evolution’s mechanisms, we have come to apply medium-sized object predicates to ourselves and our surroundings. Since “is an agent” and “is a language” are part of our inheritance, and apply to us and to our thought, we are unlikely to coherently imagine a fundamentally different alternative, a radically different set of predicates, that language-using agents could be interpreted as having. On the other hand, we perfectly well envision regional alternatives, and over time our predicates change—we did not talk about gluons even seventy-five years ago.
To review: We could not think unless we could recognize formal inferential relations among truth-functionally simple sentences. Any language that allows logical relationships among truth-functionally simple sentences must have singular terms and something equivalent to predicates. A semantics for such a language of course assigns objects as semantic values of singular terms and is at liberty to assign properties or sets as semantic values of predicates. A natural question is, “How does it happen that reality happens to be divided into objects and properties just as it must be in order for us to think about it?” It is possible that the way the world is in itself, is divided into objects and properties, so that the world just happens to conform to the requirement of thought and language adequate for describing that world. It might be just lucky that nature is divided into properties and objects, which are just what is needed to be the semantic values of singular terms and predicates. Or it might be part of the Divine plan. 

The two real possibilities for this coincidence seem to be: 

a) We have evolved the singular term/ general term scheme as an adaptation to the world’s being naturally divided into objects and properties.

b) The singular term/ general term scheme is an artifact of the subjects who are thinking and speaking. Subjects who think and speak have to posit objects and properties in order to be able to think and speak. These subjects are of course also posits, as we will discuss below.


The next few paragraphs argue against possibility a). If there were objective divisions in nature, the most likely divisions in nature would have only a loose connection to the objects we have evolved to be and to notice. We impose the singular term/general term scheme independently of any pressure from the natural divisions of the world, if such there be.

As naturalists, Davidsonians take necessities to be grounded in natural laws. The “what it is to be” of an electron is constituted by the laws about electrons. If our use of the object-feature scheme were itself shaped by nature, in the way that, plausibly, the particular predicates we use are shaped by our evolutionary history,
 then the divisions natural for us would be the divisions in nature revealed by the most excellent natural laws. However, we have good evidence that the best candidates for reflecting the fundamental divisions in nature are micro-particles and fields, relative to which the medium-sized objects of everyday life, including ourselves, are not definable or really connected by any good laws. Most of our predicates have only the loosest connection to the micro-particle laws that would be the most accurate indications of nature’s intrinsic structure, if there were such an intrinsic structure.

So, we posit properties and beings whether or not our posits are dictated by nature’s laws. The explanation of why we impose the predicate-singular term format cannot be that that is how nature is. If there were intrinsically fundamental objects in the world, they would be micro-particles and fields, relative to which the objects of our “lived world” are not connected in a law-like way which would allow reducibility. The beings that include us organisms and are the focus of Darwinian concern of organisms are not the fundamental objects. If it had not been for the features of ribonucleic and deoxyribonucleic acid that brought about complexes that can reproduce, and the happy accident that there are environments in which such complicated compounds can occur, terms for organisms and medium-sized objects would have no application whatsoever. 

The striking truth is that we have to think in terms of beings and properties whether or not nature dictates those properties and beings. We for two thousand years at least thought that the fundamental kinds of stuff are earth, air, fire and water. We still think those are kinds of stuff, of course, since there are truths about, for instance earth and earth-moving machines.  We can by and large sort stuffs according to those predicates, and it is useful to have them. Their usefulness means that there are some law-like at least approximate generalizations about them. However, we don’t think that nature divides the world into Beings such that this division is central. We do not think that Earth is a natural kind.

� Davidson, Donald, remark in an APA symposium somewhere on the West Coast in the 1990’s.


� I take this to be an interpretation of anamnesis.


� See, for instance Elder (2005), Millikan (1984). 


� By “Kantian” I mean that the accommodation is from our side rather from the side of the world. We impose an articulation on what is not intrinsically articulated.


� Measures of quantities are peculiar items, about which a lot could be said. Schwartzchild and Wilkinson (2002) call them “classifiers,” but do not seem to say whether they refer to entities. My view is that they denote odd entities, since they take definite and indefinite articles. “An extra inch would make him tall.”


� Quine’s (1969) is an early expression of this idea about the acclimation of our posits with the workings of the physical world. 


� Quine’s(1969) argument gives the best explanation of the happy match between our predicates and the world we live in. Billions of years of evolutionary history has indeed shaped our conceptions to the phenomena recognition of which is of supreme practical importance. Such an evolutionary argument, though, is ill-equipped to explain how we have come to have the object-property scheme itself. Our starting point, surely, would have nothing to do with nature’s fundamental joints.


� The Quinean-Kantian conception that all beings and features are posits should not be confused with the idea that the universe is gunk, i.e. infinitely divisible stuff with no intrinsic articulation. The gunk hypothesis is a view about how many beings there really are; the present theory is the claim that any objects and properties whatsoever are posits. There is no number which numbers the beings, just as there is no number which gives the distance between Grand Central Station and the Empire State Building. It all depends on whether the measure is paces, meters, or cubits.








