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According to Peter van Inwagen, the claim that metaphysics is in the business of explaining the nature and 
existence of whatever inhabits mind-independent reality makes no sense. Likewise, according to van Inwagen, 
constitutionalism – the view that bundles of properties constitute charactered objects – is ‘not even false’ 
and concomitant notions like those of a ‘constituent’, an ‘immanent universal’, and a ‘trope’ are 
incomprehensible. In this paper, I investigate both of those claims. I argue that the first – that it makes no 
sense to understand metaphysics as in the business of explaining – makes sense (!) only if understood as a 
corollary to the claim that it makes no sense to say that the relations that (hierarchically) structure mind-
independent reality are inherently explanatory. This latter claim is problematic, and could be what proponents 
of the explanatory approach have in mind when they claim that metaphysics is in the business of explaining 
(although it certainly doesn’t have to be). Suppose it is, and suppose the claim turns out to be unacceptable, 
perhaps even nonsensical. Then van Inwagen’s first claim is true. But this does not mean that we have to 
accept his second claim. For, constitutionalism can be formulated without the assumption that metaphysics 
– and hence the relations which structure reality – is explanatory. Nor does Quineanism, even in its 
distinctively van Inwagean variety, require that properties be understood as existing ‘apart’ from the objects 
they characterize. Therefore, it makes sense to say (although it may be false) that properties ‘make up’ 
objects, that properties exist ‘in’ the objects they constitute, and that properties are immanent universals or 
tropes.  

 

1. Introduction 

In a recent paper in a volume dedicated to the philosophy of Peter van Inwagen, Michael 
J. Loux complains that, although van Inwagen emphatically denies that saying of an object 
that it exemplifies, say, greenness, counts as a substantive explanation of the fact it is green, 
he nevertheless takes character to be grounded in properties: a view “most of those involved in 
the debate would take…to involve a genuine explanation” (Loux, 2017: 15, fn. 16). Van 
Inwagen does not agree. True, most of those involved in the debate would take saying that 
the object exemplifies greenness to genuinely explain why the object is green. They are, 
however, “wrong, wrong, wrong” (van Inwagen, 2017: 346). To say of one or several 
particular(s) that it (or they) is (or are) green means that there is one property said of it (or 
both). Yet there is no explanation here.  

Why does Loux think van Inwagen is (reluctantly) doing something he officially 
(and emphatically) denies? Why does van Inwagen deny doing what many (most?) 
philosophers take to be both unavoidable and unproblematic? In this paper, I approach 
these and related issues by trying to prize apart the ontological project van Inwagen is 
interested in, from the sort of (explanatory) endeavor Loux and others engage in. Because 
those projects are often couched in very similar (identical even!) terminology, it is perhaps 
not surprising that, although, as I will try to demonstrate, van Inwagen’s is not an 
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explanatory project, it may nevertheless seem like it is. Seeing that it isn’t lets van Inwagen 
off the Louxian hook. But, as I will argue next, it lands him on another. For, given a van 
Inwagean understanding of ontology, his critique of the view that, what exists when an 
object is F is something that is (partly) constituted by F-ness (henceforth: constitutionalism1), 
and of various ideas closely related to that view (including that of a ‘trope’, an ‘immanent 
universal’ and a ‘constituent’), misses its mark. The upshot is this: Although his mistake is 
understandable, Loux is wrong in accusing van Inwagen of doing what he claims not to 
do (namely explain). But van Inwagen is also wrong when accusing constitutionalism (or, 
constitutionalism* as I will be calling the ‘van Inwagean’ version of the view) of being “not 
even false” (2011: 396). And both are arguably wrong for the same reason. They both 
judge an account of what exists (an ontology), without taking into consideration in 
response to which ‘task’ the view is being formulated. The moral of this paper – if there 
is one – is simple. Don’t. 
 
 

2. The Problem of Character 

Look around you. A number of things seem prima facie evident. There are objects (concrete 
particulars), both (very) big, medium-sized and (very) small. Objects are ‘charactered’, 
meaning that they have a (complex) nature. Because they have the natures they do, objects 
resemble one another more or less closely. Because the natures they have is complex, two 
objects may resemble one another in one respect, yet be very different overall. According 
to D. M. Armstrong, these are all Moorean facts, by which he means that they are facts 
“even philosophers should not deny” (1997[1980]: 102).2 They are facts, moreover, such 
that, although they should be accepted, any comprehensive philosophy must explain why 
they obtain.3 In this, Moorean facts “constitute the compulsory questions in the 
philosophical examination paper” (ibid.). Consider one of these facts – the fact that there 
are charactered objects – and consider the concomitant task of accounting for why that 
fact obtains (in order to solve ‘the problem of character’). According to Loux – but 
certainly not only according to Loux – there are three possible solutions to this problem:4 
 

Primitivism: objects have the character they do because they have the character they 
do (it’s primitive!); 

Relationism: objects have the character they do in virtue of exemplifying/partaking 
in some separately existing universal or Form; and 

Constitutionalism: objects have the character they do in virtue of the properties that 
constitute them. 

                                                           
1 Not to be conflated with Lockean constitutionalism! 
2 According to Armstrong, more precisely, a Moorean fact is “one of the many facts that even philosophers should not deny, whatever 
philosophical analysis they give of such facts” (1997[1980]: 102). And according to Lewis (1996: 549) it is “one of those things that we 
know better than we know the premises of any philosophical argument to the contrary”. Cf. also e.g., Nolan (2005: 208f.). 
3 Where this explanation should not refer to the cause of the obtaining of the fact but, rather, to its (non-causal/metaphysical) ‘grounds’. 
4 Similar-sounding classifications of the solutions to the problem of character can be found in e.g., Wolterstorff (1970; 1991) who, in 
turn, attributes this way of classifying things to Gustav Bergmann (1967). 
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These solutions differ, among other things, in how many categories they posit. 
Primitivism, first, is a one-category theory. Relationism and constitutionalism, on the other 
hand, both explain the nature of objects with reference to something – properties – that 
is not (or at least not obviously) an object. In this sense these are both at least two-category 
ontologies.5 Of course, whether an object’s constituents and the object they collectively 
make up, are ‘ontologically on a par’, or whether the fact that the constituents ground the 
existence and nature of the object means that only the former really exist (whatever that 
may mean), is an issue on which we may disagree. A majority of the constitutionalists who 
are also bundle-theorists (and hence hold that what makes up the object are – bundles of 
– properties), tend to think that theirs is a one-category theory according to which only 
properties (fundamentally or ‘really’) exist. Exactly how many categories constitutionalists 
who are also substrate-attribute theorists commit to is less clear. On e.g., Armstrong’s view 
(1978; 1997), although a (thick) object exists and has the character it does because it is made 
up from a thin particular (a substrate) in which a number of (universal) properties are 
instantiated, once the thin particular exemplifies the universals, there exists also a state of 
affairs. On at least one interpretation of Armstrongian constitutionalism, therefore, when 
a charactered object exists, at least three (possibly four) sorts of things exist (thin 
particulars, universals, states of affairs (and objects)).6 Common to all versions of 
constitutionalism is in any case the idea that objects have an ontological structure. Common to 
primitivism and relationism, on the other hand, is the idea that they don’t.  
 
 

3. Explanatory Failure 

Whether primitivism, relationism and constitutionalism constitute acceptable responses to 
the problem of character depends on whether or not one thinks that those responses count 
as (decent enough) explanations of the relevant facts. That they do can however be 
doubted. 

Whether primitivism constitutes an acceptable response to the problem of 
character, first, depends on whether or not saying that, that there are charactered objects 
is primitive, counts as an explanation of that fact. According to Armstrong it does not. 
For, he claims, to account for the fact that objects are charactered – or that several objects 
have the same character – by saying ‘it’s primitive!’, is to be like “an Oxford Philosopher 
of yore”, who (1997[1980]: 103):  
 
… keeps on saying that he does not deny that many different objects are all of them red, but what 
this ostensible sameness is he refuses to explain (except to say that it is ultimate and irreducible). 

 
According to e.g., Lewis (1983), however, it does. For, although a systematic philosophy 
“must indeed give an account of any purported fact”, there is more than one way of doing 
this (1983:352): 

                                                           
5 But cf. Paul (2002; 2017). 
6 To make presentation easier, I will in what follows talk as if constitutionalism equals constitutionalism in its bundle-theoretical guise.  



4 
 

 
Not every account is an analysis! A system that takes certain Moorean facts as primitive, as 
unanalysed, cannot be accused of failing to make a place for them. It neither shirks the compulsory 
question nor answers it by denial. It does give an account. 
 

What Armstrong’s criticism – as well as Lewis’ defense – illustrates, is just how important 
exactly how we understand the nature of explanation is to our evaluation of any candidate 
solution to the problem of character. For primitivism to pass muster, we have just seen, 
we must allow there to be explanation even in cases where the explanans arguably doesn’t 
‘add’ anything to the explanandum (other than that ‘there is nothing more to add’, that is). 
Or, if you like, it must be such that explanation – at least in the limiting case – can be 
reflexive: that some things so-to-speak ‘self-explain’. For primitivism to qualify, in other 
words, we must adopt what is arguably a rather unorthodox understanding of explanation. 

Suppose we find this acceptable. Then primitivism is a possible (albeit arguably a 
‘last resort’) response to the problem of character. Is the same true of its rivals, relationism 
and constitutionalism? Prima facie, yes! According to relationism, first, objects have the 
character they do because or in virtue of their partaking in some distinct (and categorically 
different) Form or property. In Plato’s words (Phaedo 100c3-5, italics added): 
 
I think that, if there is anything beautiful besides the Beautiful itself, it is beautiful for no other 
reason than that it shares in that Beautiful, and I say so with everything. 
 
This is arguably explanation in a much more substantial and, not least, familiar sense than 
that to which the primitivist must appeal for her response to the problem of character to 
go through. The same seems to be true also of constitutionalism. Here the explanation is 
in terms of bundles of properties, but still the explanans is distinct from the explanandum, 
and explanation is hence informative and irreflexive. 

Constitutionalism has however been accused of ending up in explanatory failure 
of another sort. The existence and nature of bundles of properties fail to explain the 
existence and nature of charactered objects, is the idea, because the former are so different 
from the latter, that how one gives rise to, and hence ‘enlightens’ us about, the other is a 
mystery. In this, constitutionalism is more like emergence than it is like explanation. Given 
the base (a bundle of properties), what emerges (the charactered object) is ‘surprising’.  

What is the source of this (supposed) explanatory failure? Hardly, or at least not 
only, the fact that the explanation in question involves a ‘traversing of category lines’. Case 
in point: relationism. The relationist explains charactered objects with reference to the 
distinct and categorically different properties in which they partake. Or, perhaps better 
put: the character of objects is explained in that way. For, according to relationism, what the 
existence and nature of the Platonic Form explains is not the existence, but only the nature 
of the concrete object. And learning about the nature of the properties in which that object 
partakes should lead us to expect something about the nature of the object itself. Given the 
property, the object’s character is not surprising. But, then, although relationism explains 
something about something belonging to one category (concrete object) with reference to 
something belonging to another very different category (abstract property), this does not 
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in and of itself mean that the view ends up in explanatory failure. Whether the difference 
between explanandum and explanans is great enough to threaten an explanation’s status 
as an explanation ought hence to be judged, not just on the basis of what we take the 
categorical home of explanandum and explanans to be, but also on the basis of what about 
the explanandum the explanans is supposed to enlighten us. This is why relationism probably 
doesn’t fall prey to this sort of objection, but constitutionalism does. For, on the latter 
view, the existence and nature of some properties does not only explain the nature of some 
object. It also makes or grounds or explains the existence of that object. Exactly how that 
happens is then what the critic finds mysterious. 
 
 

4. The Problem of Character* 

At first glance, van Inwagen and Loux appear to be discussing the same problem, as well 
as offering and then evaluating the same sorts of solutions to that problem. Van Inwagen 
too distinguishes between what I above call primitivism, relationism and constitutionalism. 
He too finds constitutionalism problematic. And he does so for what superficially looks 
like the same (explanatory) reason as that discussed in the previous section. First 
impressions are however wrong. Van Inwagen and Loux are not discussing the same 
problem, which means that, although named the same, van Inwagean primitivism, 
relationism and constitutionalism (henceforth: primitivism*, relationism* and 
constitutionalism* to distinguish these views from their similar-sounding cousins) are not 
solutions to the problem of character. If anything, they are solutions to the problem of 
character* (but even that is something of a misnomer, as we shall see in a moment).  

What spells the difference is, once again, explanation. As we have just seen, the 
problem of character is that of explaining why it is a Moorean fact that there are 
charactered objects. Yet, according to van Inwagen, that there are charactered objects (and 
whatever else there may turn out to be), rather than the starting point, is the end-result of 
‘analysis’. Van Inwagen is a Quinean. He looks to our best theory (or theories) and 
attempts to determine (using Quinean methods) what sorts of entities they commit us to. 
Rather than asking for an explanation of why there are the things there are (and expecting 
an answer in terms of what grounds or makes up the things in question), therefore, van 
Inwagen asks what (kinds of) things there are (expecting nothing more nor less than a list of 
kinds of things in response). His ‘problem of character’ is hence not so much a problem 
as it is a task: that of listing our ontological commitments. Just as before, there are (at least) 
three possibilities: primitivism*, relationism* and constitutionalism*: 

 
Primitivism*: our best theory commits us to the existence of (ontologically unstructured) 
charactered objects; 

Relationism*: our best theory commits us to the existence of (ontologically unstructured) 
charactered objects and abstract universals or Forms; and 

Constitutionalism*: our best theory commits us to the existence of (ontologically structured) 
objects made up from (universal or particular) properties.  
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Van Inwagen is a self-professed (albeit reluctant7) relationist*. According to him, there are 
some sentences of our best theory which commit us to the existence of, not just objects, 
but properties as well. Properties are universal and abstract. Hence, van Inwagen thinks 
they exist necessarily, can be actually and even necessarily uninstantiated, are abundant, 
causally inert, imperceptible, and do not exist in space and time. Therefore, properties are 
distinct from the objects that have them. Which means that objects are ontologically 
unstructured. Hence, relationism* is true.  

Primitivism*, relationism* and constitutionalism* have many things in common 
with primitivism, relationism and constitutionalism. Primitivism* posits the same number 
of categories as its counterpart (one!), and the two views take the same stance on the 
ontological structure of charactered objects (they don’t have one!). The same goes for 
relationism* and relationism, and constitutionalism* and constitutionalism, respectively. 
Yet, neither primitivism*, relationism* or constitutionalism* explain. Hence, although all 
of primitivism, relationism and constitutionalism can be criticized for failing to explain, or 
for not explaining enough (cf. Sect. 3), the same is not true of their *-marked cousins. 

Why don’t primitivism*, relationism* and constitutionalism* explain? The short 
answer, according to van Inwagen, is that they don’t explain because there is nothing there 
to explain. “[N]o set of statements among all possible sets of statements counts as an 
explanation of what it is for a particular to have a property or for two distinct particulars 
to have the same property” (2011: 398, cf. also his 2017: 347). Pointing this out is one part 
of van Inwagen’s more general attack on ‘explanation-driven’ metaphysics. In giving the 
impression that one is proceeding somewhat as science does (producing explanation, 
comparing and weighing explanation, etc.), metaphysics trades on the respectability of 
science. But if there is nothing there to explain, this respectability is only illusory, precisely 
because the supposed similarity with science (which does explain) is mere chimera.  

One way to understand the claim that there is nothing to explain is simply as the 
Quinean claim (set out above) that the task of metaphysics – or, perhaps better, of 
ontology – consists in listing our ontological commitments, nothing else. Listing is not the 
same as explaining. Hence, there is nothing to explain. But van Inwagen often seems to 
be saying something more or stronger than this. He seems to be saying that the alternative 
task, promoted by the likes of Loux, of explaining why the things we are committed to 
exist and are the way they are (a task that does not obviously compete with, but could be 
taken to complement, the van Inwagean one), is impossible or even nonsensical. Why is that? 

 

5. Ontological Structure & Explanation 

One possibility is that van Inwagen thinks talk of metaphysical explanation makes no 
sense, because talk of ontological structure, talk of constituents, and, in general, talk of 

                                                           
7 He would prefer the desert landscapes promoted by the primitivist, but feels compelled to go where his methodology takes him. Cf. 
the first section of (van Inwagen, 2004), which is called ‘it would be better not to believe in abstract objects if we could get away with 
it’. 
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reality as somehow ‘layered’, makes no sense (van Inwagen 2014a). That he doesn’t think 
those things make any sense is very clear (van Inwagen, 2011: 393).  
 
I do not understand the idea of ontological structure or, indeed, any of the ideas with which one 
finds it entwined in the various constituent ontologies. I do not understand the words and phrases 
that are the typical items of the core vocabulary of any given constituent ontology. ‘Immanent 
universal’, ‘trope’, ‘exist wholly in’, ‘wholly present wherever it is instantiated,’ ‘constituent of’ (said 
of a universal and a particular in that order): these are all mysteries to me. 

 
That van Inwagen assumes that ideas about ontological structure must go hand in hand 
with (what he takes to be very objectionable) ideas about explanation, can be gleaned from 
his criticism of constitutionalism* (which, in his view, is really constitutionalism in sheep’s 
clothing), at least in one interpretation. To van Inwagen, constitutionalism makes no sense, 
because (2011: 392): 
 
It ought to be as evident that there is no sense of ‘constituent’ in which unsaturated assertibles 
[van Inwagen’s term for properties] are constituents of concrete particulars as it is that there is no 
sense of ‘extraction’ in which a physical tool [a ‘forceps’] can be of use in the extraction of a cube 
root. 

 
There are at least three ways to interpret this worry. On one interpretation, it is a worry 
about what properties – properly conceived – can and cannot do. On another, it is a worry 
analogous to that raised against constitutionalism given an explanatory approach to 
metaphysics, according to which a concrete particular cannot be ‘extracted’ from a bunch 
of properties because this would be ‘surprising’ and hence constitute an explanatory 
failure. And on a third, it is a general worry about the (nonsensical) sense of explanation 
talk of ontological structure invokes. The first interpretation will be discussed in the next 
section. The second interpretation, although natural, makes no sense from a van Inwagean 
point of view. If there is nothing there to explain, if talk of metaphysical explanation 
doesn’t even make any sense, there is hardly any interesting distinction to be made between 
good and bad or successful and unsuccessful (nonexistent) explanations. This leaves us 
with the third interpretation. On this view, what is problematic about constitutionalism 
and constitutionalism* (as well as about adopting an explanatory approach to metaphysics 
generally) is the inherently explanatory ontological structure these views commit us to.  

That a commitment to metaphysical explanation is inextricably bound up with a 
commitment to ontological structure is a commonly held view. In fact, this is arguably the 
core-thesis of so-called ‘grounding theory’ (cf. e.g., Audi 2012; Fine 2012; deRosset 2013; 
Raven 2015). Van Inwagen is rightly suspicious of this way of understanding whatever 
worldly relations structure reality. Explanation, one might argue, is inherently epistemic. 
But then, if constitution or grounding or whatever other worldly relation one takes to be 
primarily in charge of structuring reality is objective and mind-independent, what could 
saying of it that it is explanatory even mean? At best, the sense of being explanatory 
characteristic of worldly grounding/constitution is very different from explanation in the 
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ordinary sense. If so, what sort of information is calling it ‘explanatory’ supposed to 
convey? 
 For the purposes of the argument set out here, suppose, therefore, that inherently 
explanatory yet mind-independent structuring relations make no sense. Does this mean 
that constitutionalism (and constitutionalism*) must be rejected? Only if we assume that 
ontological structuring relations, if they exist, must be inherently explanatory. There is 
however reason to reject this assumption. As we have seen, a common view among 
proponents of the explanatory view – let’s call them ‘grounding theorists’ – is that, when 
the more fundamental grounds or constitutes the less fundamental, the more fundamental 
also explains the less fundamental. This claim is hard to make sense of if explanation is as 
we normally take it to be – pragmatically constrained, subjective, epistemic. For then, if 
grounding is explanatory – if it is explanatory by nature – what might this mean other than 
that it, too, is pragmatically constrained, subjective, and epistemic. Yet grounding, 
according to a majority of the grounding theorists (for an exception, cf. e.g., Dasgupta 
2017) is a worldly, mind-independent relation. Now, not all grounding theorists take 
grounding to be explanatory by nature. In fact, according to most grounding theorists, 
although grounding is explanatory in the sense that if a grounds b, the nature and/or 
existence of b is explained by the nature and/or existence of a, this is not because there is 
explanation in nature, so to speak. Or, it is, but only in the sense that the (pragmatically 
constrained, subjective, epistemic) explanations we give sometimes track (distinct) worldly, 
objective grounding relations (somewhat like most people take causal explanations to track 
(distinct) causal relations). On this view – so-called ‘separatism’ – explanation is as we 
normally take it to be, yet certain types of worldly relations are understood as playing a 
special role in (some of) them. 
 But if the worldly structuring relations are distinct from the explanations they back, 
it makes sense to say that those relations could obtain without backing any explanation at 
all. If explanation is essentially subjective, one obvious such case would be a world with 
no minds. If explanation is essentially mind-dependent, this would be a world without 
explanation, yet the world could still be hierarchically structured. In fact, there is no reason 
why we should not allow for this possibility even in our own – mindful – world. We could 
imagine all sorts of relations obtaining, but as long as there is no one there to acknowledge 
them, there is no explanation. And if you are a grounding skeptic of the kind who thinks 
that, although all sorts of relations play a role in all sorts of explanation, there is no reason 
to think that any special kind of – ‘explanatory’ – relation does, this phenomenon could be 
pervasive. To be ‘explanatory’ on this view, a relation must back an explanation, but doing 
so is not inherent to the relation or to the explanation, but is dependent on various 
extraneous facts in the situation at hand. In fact, if you are a grounding-skeptic of a 
maximally strong variety, if you are a van Inwagean skeptic, you don’t think any explanation 
ever tracks any non-causal relation. Yet, it ought still to make sense to say that those worldly 
relations obtain. Just as it makes sense to say that they sometimes obtain without backing 
an explanation. But then, the obtaining of ontological structuring relations can be 
distinguished from their obtaining and backing (separate) explanation. Which means that, 
although the van Inwagean objection to constitutionalism goes through (given that 
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constitutionalism is understood as the view that ontological structure is explanatory 
structure), the (same) objection to constitutionalism* does not. Van Inwagean 
constitutionalism* is the idea that the world is ontologically structured. But this idea is 
here distinguished from the idea that, if a ontologically ‘makes up’ b, a also explains b 
Whatever ails constitutionalism*, then, it cannot be that the structures it invokes must be 
explanatory.  
 
 

6. Van Inwagen on the Nature of Properties 

Suppose that there is a sense of ontological structure, in which some things (non-causally) 
depend for their existence and/or nature on other things. And suppose that 
constitutionalism* is the view that charactered objects have ontological structure in this 
sense. Does this mean that van Inwagen’s critique of that view misses its mark? Not 
necessarily. For on one final interpretation of van Inwagen’s objection to constitutionalism 
(or, constitutionalism*, as we are now focusing on that view), the problem is that, although 
there is a respectable sense in which some things depend on, by being made up from, 
other (kinds of) things, charactered objects cannot be made up from properties because 
properties are not the sort of thing that can make up objects.  

According to van Inwagen, as we have seen, there are properties. The reason for 
this, more precisely, is that there are truths that commits us to properties; there are truths 
for which no property-free paraphrase exists. If e.g., <Spiders and insects share many 
important anatomical characteristics> is true, it must be because there exists, besides 
spiders and insects, anatomical characteristics. Anatomical characteristics are unlike spiders 
and insects. They are not objects; hence they are properties. According to Van Inwagen, 
properties are abstract. As such, they are very different from the sorts of things with which 
we are normally acquainted.  Accepting them, he thinks, means having to accept – on top 
of the sorts of things that are (comparatively speaking) well studied and well understood 
by our best sciences – something non-spatiotemporal, acausal and non-perceivable. 
Properties, thus understood, must exist apart from the objects they characterize. Hence, it 
does not make any sense to say that properties ‘make up’ or constitute charactered objects. 

But why does van Inwagen think that properties must be non-spatiotemporal, 
acausal and non-perceivable? According to Quine – or at least according to the Quinean 
– the results of subjecting our best theory to Quinean quantificational analysis is a “large 
class of one-place open sentences that you believe are satisfied” (van Inwagen, 2011: 399, 
cf. also Quine, 1948). Listing the ‘satisfiers’ means listing ‘what there is’, but there is not – 
or at least not obviously – anything in this list that tells us anything specific about the 
nature of the entities it mentions. Van Inwagen is however not a ‘pure’ Quinean. In his 
(2014b, Ch. 9), he distinguishes between (1) ontology understood as the study of the 
ontological structure of objects (an explanatory – and hence according to van Inwagen 
objectionable – approach to ontology); (2) ontology understood as concerned with 
answering the ontological question: What is there? (what van Inwagen calls ‘the bare 
Quinean conception’), and; (3) ontology understood as concerned with answering the 
ontological question in terms of a specification of the ontological categories. Van Inwagen prefers 
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to do ontology in the sense of (3). This is because he thinks whatever ends up on the list 
of existents will belong to this or that natural class, where these natural classes make up 
the ontological categories.8 Which means that, on top of his commitment to a Quinean 
methodology, van Inwagen needs to accept and adopt a theory of the categorical nature 
of those things we find ourselves ontologically committed to. More precisely, van Inwagen 
needs to accept and adopt a theory of properties. 

According to constitutionalism*, properties exist in the objects they ‘make up’. 
Despite van Inwagen’s protestations, understanding properties in this way is not unusual 
or in general considered very strange or unfortunate. According to so-called immanent 
realists and trope theorists alike, since properties are spatiotemporal, they are causally 
efficacious (according to some, they are the primary bearers of causal power) and 
perceptible. Rather than the weird exception, this way of understanding the nature of 
properties is often defended with reference to its superior ‘scientific’ respectability. Instead 
of taking properties to be unobservable, causally impotent, and in general strangely 
ethereal, this way of understanding properties brings them down to earth and makes it 
possible for science to directly investigate them. All of which are virtues van Inwagen 
arguably appreciates. So, why won’t van Inwagen consider understanding the nature of 
properties in this way?  

Van Inwagen admittedly doesn’t have a lot to say on this topic. In his (2004: 131), 
he describes his own understanding of properties as true, but nearly vacuous. It is a way 
of “specifying the property role” that is independent of, and slightly more informative 
than, “specifying this role via the apparent quantifications over properties that are found 
in our discourse.” It does seem like he takes the features he attributes to properties to be 
features properties have in virtue of being abstract, though. And he does have a few things 
to say about what it means to say of something that it is abstract. His point of departure 
is this (2004: 108-109): 
 
…it is possible to divide the terms and predicates we use in everyday and scientific and 
philosophical discourse into two exhaustive and exclusive classes by a very simple method. We 
stipulate that one class shall contain the terms and predicates in the following list: ‘table’, ‘the copy 
of War and Peace on the table’, ‘Mont Blanc’, ‘the Eiffel Tower’, ‘Catherine the Great’, ‘neutron 
star’, ‘intelligent Martian’, ‘elf’, ‘angel’, ‘god’, and ‘God’. We stipulate that the other shall contain 
‘number’, ‘the ratio of 1 to 0’, ‘proposition’, ‘sentence’… ‘property’, ‘angle’…, ‘possibility’…[etc.] 
We then ask philosophers … to place each term of our discourse … in the class where it will be 
most at home. 

 
Following this procedure, van Inwagen claims, “will yield pretty consistent results”. 
Although, he admits, because some of the terms on the list of paradigms are ambiguous 
they will be differently understood (and hence classified) by different philosophers, and 
because “some philosophers may have idiosyncratic theories about the items in the 
extensions of some of these terms” those too might diverge from the ‘norm’ (ibid.). The 
terms in the first box pick out the concrete, and the terms in the second box pick out the 

                                                           
8 If the classes are ‘large’ and ‘high’, they constitute the primary categories, if they are natural proper subclasses of some large and high 
natural class, they constitute the secondary, tertiary, etc. ontological categories (cf. van Inwagen 2014b).  
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abstract items in the world (if they pick out anything at all). Hence, according to van 
Inwagen, being “a platonist” (i.e., being someone who believes there are properties, and 
that properties are abstract, and hence non-spatiotemporal, acausal and imperceptible) “is 
[to be] someone who thinks that at least some of the linguistic items in the second class 
really are terms (really are predicates) and really have referents (really have non-empty 
extensions)” (ibid., 109). 

Suppose we accept this way of subdividing whatever there is into ‘the abstract’ and 
‘the concrete’. Does this explain why van Inwagen refuses to countenance properties 
either in the sense of immanent universals or in the sense of tropes? I don’t think so. For 
this way of distinguishing the abstract from the concrete can go ‘wrong’ (from the point 
of view of what van Inwagen thinks is true of objects and properties respectively) in many 
different ways. As we have seen, van Inwagen is well aware that, how we choose to 
categorize something will in part depend on our general philosophical background. This 
is why (2004: 109): 
 
…[m]ost philosophers would put ‘{Catherine the Great, {the Eiffel Tower}}’ in with ‘property’ 
and ‘the lion’; but the author of Parts of Classes might be inclined to think that this term was more 
at home with ‘Catherine the Great’ and ‘the Eiffel Tower’. 
 
And (ibid.): 
 
Amie Thomasson would say that our whole scheme of classification was in at least one respect 
objectionable, since ‘War and Peace’ isn’t a clear candidate for membership in either class—for it 
denotes an object that is non-spatial and has instances (like many of the items in the second list), 
and is, nevertheless, a contingently existing artifact (like some of the items in the first). 
 
And (ibid.): 
 
Nicholas Wolterstorff would say that our classification scheme was unobjectionable, and that ‘War 
and Peace’ clearly belonged right where we had put it, since it denoted something that was much 
more like a proposition than it was like a volume on a library shelf. He would add that the idea of 
a contingently existing, non-spatial object that had instances was incoherent. 

 
What makes the difference between placing e.g., sets or ‘War and Peace’ in the abstract or 
in the concrete box, it seems, is our understanding of the nature of those items coming in. 
But, then, just as whether we come to the table with an understanding of sets as classes or 
not makes a difference to in which ‘box’ we think they belong, whether we understand 
properties as Platonic Forms or as tropes or immanent universals also matters to our 
categorizing them as either abstract or concrete. Rather than functioning as a 
comparatively speaking neutral starting-point for our categorizations, then, the putting 
into boxes imagined by van Inwagen seems to depend on preconceived ideas we have 
about the nature of the things we thus categorize. 
 Could it be that if most people think properties belong in the abstract box, this is 
because properties have something in common with the other items we tend to categorize 
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as abstract? And could it be that the items we tend to categorize as abstract are typically 
non-spatiotemporal, acausal and imperceptible? Perhaps. But far from obviously. Van 
Inwagen places God, angels and elfs in the concrete box. But most seem to agree that 
neither of these are spatiotemporal entities. And he puts sentences – “as in ‘the same 
offensive sentence … scrawled on every blackboard in the building” (2004: 108) – in the 
abstract box, although sentences, given that they can be offensive, seem to possess some 
sort of causal power. Even if properties are abstract, therefore, this does not obviously 
license our drawing any particular conclusions about their nature. And so it is not clear 
why it follows from their being abstract that they are non-spatiotemporal, acausal, and 
imperceptible. It doesn’t seem that they have to be. For all we know, a van Inwagean 
Quinean could think of properties as spatiotemporally located, causally powerful and 
perceptible. 

The point is not that Van Inwagen is wrong to categorize properties as abstract, 
or that he is wrong when thinking that this means that properties are, among other things, 
non-spatiotemporal, acausal and imperceptible. The point is only that from the point of 
view of his own project, it makes sense to say that properties are concrete, or that they are 
abstract, yet such that they exist in space and time, have causal powers, and can be 
perceived. But this means that the reason constitutionalism* doesn’t make any sense – 
presuming it doesn’t – cannot be that properties cannot be parts of or make up objects. 
And as we have seen earlier, it cannot be because the ontological structure constitutionalism 
invokes must be inherently explanatory. But then it is unclear why constitutionalism doesn’t 
make any sense. In fact, in view of the more scientifically respectable understanding of 
properties constitutionalism invokes, it seems we have van Inwagean reasons to think that 
it does.  
 
 

7. End 

According to van Inwagen, metaphysicians ought not to explain and they ought not to be 
constitutionalists. In this paper, I have argued that accepting the former claim does not 
mean having to accept the latter. In fact, constitutionalism* - the view that objects exist 
and are made up from properties – makes perfect sense, because ontological structure 
does not have to be inherently explanatory structure, and because properties do not have 
to be understood as non-spatiotemporal, acausal and imperceptible.  
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