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Basic Metaphysics – Humans as Substance or Property Things 
 
I. Crucial Distinctions 
 

A. Properties – “an existent reality, examples of which are brownness, wisdom, 
painfulness and triangularity” (51) 

1. Features of properties 
a. They are universal—they can be predicated to more than one thing at 

a time 
b. They are immutable—things change by gaining and losing properties 
c. They are inhering—they are only found in other things (in substances) 

2. Degreed vs. non-degreed properties: is personhood degreed? 
3. Accidental vs. essential 

 
B. Relations – “universals that require to or more entities (e.g., properties, 

particulars) in order to be exemplified.” (53) 
 

Internal vs. external: How are organisms’ constituent parts related? 
 

C. Events – “the coming, continued possession or going away of a property by a 
particular (e.g., a substance) or among particulars at or through a particular 
time.” (55) 

 
D. Identity and Identity Statements 

1. The general nature of identity itself: 
 

Leibniz’ Law of Indiscernibility: (x)(y)[(x=y) P (P)(Px  Py)] 
 
“Again, if disembodied existence for human persons is metaphysically 
possible—if there is a possible world in which a human person has 
disembodied existence—then a human person cannot be identical to his 
or her body because there is no possible world where the persons’ body 
exists in a disembodied state. Since it is possible for a person to exist 
disembodied but it is not possible for a body to exist disembodied, then a 
person is not identical to his or her body.” (58) 

2. Identity statements 
 
II. Types of Reduction 
 

A. Definition of Reductionism: “ the view that what we take to be two individuals, 
properties, concepts, laws, theories, explanations, and so on actually turn out 
to be only one.” (64) 
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B. Types of Reductionism 
1. Individual ontological reduction – macro-objects reduced to micro-objects 

(e.g., chairs to atoms) 
 

a. Strong – macroparticulars are identical to a group of microentities, 
thus, all macros describable in terms applicable to the 
microconstituents. 

 
b. Weak – macroparticulars are constituted by concrete microparticulars. 

 
“Is” of construction vs “Is” of identity – vase is not identical with clay bits 
but constructed by them (cf. identity above) 

2. Property ontological reduction – one property is claimed to be identical to 
another (e.g., heat is identical with the molecular kinetic energy) 

3. Linguistic or definitional reduction – words or concepts reduced to other 
words or concepts (e.g., “red is a color” = “red things are colored things.”) 

4. Causal reduction – An effect is explainable entirely in terms of its cause 
(e.g., because colors are caused by certain wavelengths of light, colors 
are identical to those wavelengths). 

5. Theoretical or explanatory reduction – macro-theories, laws, and concepts 
are reduced to and explainable in terms of micro-theories, laws, and 
concepts. 

 
NB – macro-theories can be reduced to micro-theories, but the reduction 
must be kept to explanation; leap to reduction of identity is unwarranted 
(e.g., thermodynamics to statistical mechanics) 

 
III. Parts and Wholes: Mereology – the study of parts, wholes, and part-whole 

relations 
 
IV. Traditional View of Substance 
 

A. Basic ownership of properties – properties in or owned by substances; 
substances simply exist in themselves 
 

B. Unity and wholeness at a time – whole in themselves: “a primitive unity of 
properties.” (70); whole is ontologically prior to the parts; a unity of basic 
(ultimate) capacities; capacities come in hierarchies (lower order capacities 
must be developed for higher order capacities to be actualized (viz., acorn 
can draw nourishment, but only if its root system develops; blind children still 
have the ultimate capacity to see, even if certain lower order capacities have 
failed); ultimate capacities are related to a thing’s natural kind (e.g., “being 
human” entails certain capacities), and thus, a substance cannot change, 
lose, or gain its ultimate capacities without becoming a different substance. 
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C. Identity and absolute sameness through change – accidental properties  
change (including place in time), underlying substance remains the same. 

 
D. Law and law-like change – changes are grounded in inner nature and are 

thus predictable (cannot be reduced to “laws of nature”) 
 

E. Unity of the natural kind itself – common essence of all substances of the 
same kind 

 
F. Final causality – cf. efficient, material, formal causes; directedness of 

potentialities (reference to intrinsic capacities, that is, capacities for this or 
that) 

 
G. The problem of individuation – form/matter, matter the “thisness” that provides 

the principle of individuation 


