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1
Geach: people think ‘McTaggart agin time – bizarre’, so ignore. Similarly people think Ramsey ‘agin particular–universal distinction – bizarre’, so ignore. 

2
So 1925 Mind paper ‘Universals’ not much discussed – not even listed in Armstrong’s 1978 Universals & Scientific Realism, which revived serious discussion of topic.

3
Also ‘linguistic turn’ led to missing point – e.g. discuss Ramsey on subject–predicate distinction, not on apparently related distinction between particulars and universals, i.e. between two kinds of constituents of truthmaking facts. (Not Quine’s use of ‘universal’ as synonym for ‘abstract entity’.)

4
Note Ramsey assumes such facts have constituents, assuming on 2nd page that what’s now called trope theory had been shown to be wrong. Not so: and I think trope theory is consistent with his conclusion that we can know nothing a priori about the forms of atomic facts. But I shan’t discuss that here.

5
Terminology: Ramsey’s universals include both relational and monadic universals, which he calls ‘qualities’.

6
I’ll follow him so I can use ‘properties’ more broadly – e.g. negative properties – and without assuming they’re universals. Universals are one candidate for what Lewis calls ‘sparse properties’, i.e. ways in which particulars can be alike (by sharing properties) or differ (by not sharing them).

7
Like Ramsey, I’ll also stick largely to contingent properties, not necessary properties of numbers like being odd or prime.

8
One reason for neglect of Ramsey seems to be view that distinction between particulars and universals only matters to Realists about universals (this is what I’ll mean by ‘Realist’ hereafter).

9
And until Armstrong, nominalism fairly orthodox given ‘linguistic turn’, reinforced by (a) Tarski’s theory of truth, which takes it for granted, and (b) Quine’s criterion of ontological commitment, and the scope of first-order logic.

10
But Ramsey’s attack on distinction matters more to non-Realists, whether nominalists, who say universals don’t exist, or conceptualists, who say they do but are somehow reduce to our concepts.

11
Differences between these kinds of non-Realism don’t matter here, so for simplicity I’ll call them all ‘nominalism’. For they all need an intrinsic distinction between particulars and universals in order to say that former exist and latter don’t.

12
Whereas Realists don’t need intrinsic distinction – just as those who think past, present and future all exist don’t need intrinsic distinction, while those who think only present (or present and past) exist do.

13
Given prevalence of nominalism, this makes neglect and distortion of Ramsey’s attack more scandalous – if not surprising while nominalism was just an unargued prejudice.

14
But whatever reason, neglect and distortion means I’d better start by summarising Ramsey’s argument, then consider objections to it.

15
Ramsey starts by noting that we could challenge particular–universal distinction by identifying particulars with collections of universals, or universals with collections of particulars.

16
So he says Russell hasn’t shown we can’t reduce universals to classes: for even if a particular a’s being white has a constituent of a different type from a, it could still be a class of other particulars.

17
Similarly, he says while McTaggart showed that a man can’t be the sum of his own qualities, he could still be a quality of something else, as in Whitehead’s theory of material objects as qualities of events.

18
So Ramsey thinks we can’t take particular–universal distinction as ultimate, but must ask how these apparently different kinds of entity differ.

19
Rejects psychological difference, which he calls the difference between a ‘percept’ and a ‘concept’, as when I see a chair and apply a concept to it, since ‘a difference in two mental acts may not correspond to any difference whatever in their objects’. That I assume is right.

20
Rejects physical difference – e.g. between objects that can be in only one place at a time and those – like redness – that can be in many. This he says won’t do, since dispute about whether objects are qualities of events or vice versa isn’t about ‘how many places a table can be in at once’.

21
So he says we need a logical difference – by which he does not mean a linguistic or grammatical difference, though that’s how he’s often been misread. Logic for him, as for Russell, is about the world, not about our ways of representing it.

22
He looks at two candidates, both assuming a distinction between subject and predicate in propositions (not sentences): (i) (W E Johnson): universals can be either predicates or subjects (as in ‘Unpunctuality is a fault’) whereas particulars can only be subjects; 

23
(ii) (Russell): universals are incomplete and give the form of a proposition by defining a propositional function, e.g. ‘x is red’. This is like Frege, except that the values of Russell’s functions are not truth values but propositions. On this view universals can’t be subjects, so we must read ‘unpunctuality is a fault’ as ‘for all x, if x is unpunctual, x is reprehensible’.

24
Ramsey gives objections to these, but thinks they’re inconclusive, and the real trouble is the assumption that in a proposition there is ‘a fundamental antithesis between subject and predicate’ as in the proposition that Socrates is wise, which is taken to predicate wisdom of the subject Socrates.

25
To this Ramsey objects that it’s ‘as clear as anything can be in philosophy that the two sentences “Socrates is wise” and “Wisdom is a characteristic of Socrates” assert the same fact and express the same proposition’.

26
(To avoid wasting time on the sillier objections to this, I suggest we adapt Quine and replace the first sentence by ‘Socrates wises’ and the second by ‘Wisdom Socratises’.)

27
From this Ramsey infers that the difference between subject and predicate as usually understood ‘has nothing to do with the logical nature of Socrates or wisdom but is a matter entirely for grammarians’.

28
Still, he thinks there may be ‘senses of subject and predicate which are not purely grammatical but have a genuine logical significance.’

29
But then if so, many propositions will not have this subject–predicate form, e.g. ‘Either Socrates is wise or Plato is foolish’, which is just a disjunction and has no subject.

30
But why can’t we take Socrates to be the subject, and being wise unless Plato is foolish to be a complex universal predicates of Socrates?

31
Because, Ramsey argues, there are no complex universals. For if there were, then (to take his simpler example) instead of the single atomic proposition ‘aRb’ there would be three: that a has the complex quality Rb, that b has the quality aR, and that a and b are related by R.

32
These Ramsey says must be different propositions, as they have different constituents; yet obviously there is only one proposition here, namely that a has R to b.

33
Similarly for ‘Socrates is wise or Plato is foolish’. If there were such universals as being wise unless Plato is foolish and being foolish unless Socrates is wise, this would be not one proposition but three, which it obviously isn’t.

34
So there are no complex universals, and this proposition really is only a disjunction, with neither subject nor predicate. And ditto for all compound propositions.

35
‘Hence if we are to find a logical distinction between subject and predicate anywhere it will be in atomic propositions … corresponding to a difference in the functioning of the several objects in an atomic fact.’

36
How then do the objects in an atomic fact function in it – i.e. how do they constitute it?


37 Johnson: there’s a ‘tie’ – expressed by ‘is’ in ‘is wise’; (ii) Wittgenstein: ‘the objects hang together like the links of a chain’; and (iii) Russell: link made by one constituent, the universal, which is ‘incomplete or connective’ and holds the others together.

38
Only (iii) gives any difference between particulars and universals. But is it right? Why do we think that universals are less ‘complete’ than particulars?

39
Before I give Ramsey’s answer, note that (iii) doesn’t explain how e.g. a and F are linked in Fa. Even if F has a ‘slot’ for a particular, this doesn’t explain why a (which is F) fits it and b (which is not F) doesn’t.

40
So even if universals did differ from particulars by being incomplete, that wouldn’t explain how they combine to constitute facts.

41
Back to Ramsey, who says the idea comes from the different ways we use names like ‘Socrates’ and linguistic predicates like ‘is wise’ to form classes of propositions.

42
We use ‘Socrates’ to form a wide class of all propositions about Socrates: a class which includes atomic and molecular propositions of all sorts, with no common form.

43
That’s why we think there’s nothing incomplete about Socrates, i.e. nothing that gives the form of all the propositions he’s a constituent of.

44
Whereas we use ‘is wise’ only to form a narrow class, of only atomic propositions about wisdom, a class whose members therefore do share a common form: ‘x is wise’.

45
This Ramsey thinks is why we think there is something incomplete about universals, i.e. something that gives the form of the propositions they occur in.

46
But if this is the reason, it’s no good. For even if we don’t, we could use ‘is wise’ to form the wide class of all propositions it occurs in, including compound ones like ‘Either Socrates is wise or Plato is foolish’, and these no more share a common form than do all propositions about Socrates.

47
Conversely, we could use ‘Socrates’ to form the narrow class of atomic propositions like ‘Socrates is wise’: a class whose members do share a form, namely ‘Socrates is q’, where ‘q’ ranges over qualities.

48
Now obviously we couldn’t infer from this that universals are complete and don’t fix the form of the propositions they occur in, while particulars are incomplete and do fix that form.

49
But then we can’t infer the contrary from the fact that we use names and linguistic predicates to form the classes we do use them to form. Why we do treat names and linguistic predicates differently in this respect is a question Ramsey answers later.

50
Meanwhile he asks is there’s anything else about the logical behaviour of subjects and predicates from which we can infer an intrinsic difference between particulars and universals.

51
In particular, can we infer anything from the apparent fact that ‘Socrates is neither wise nor just’ entails that there’s something Socrates is – namely neither wise nor just – while ‘Neither Socrates nor Plato is wise’ certainly doesn’t entail that someone is wise?

52
In short, maybe the difference between universals and particulars is that while there are no negative or compound (conjunctive or disjunctive) particulars, there are negative and compound universals.

53
No: for Ramsey has already argued that there are no complex (negative or compound) universals; and if not, then if wisdom and justice are universals, ‘Socrates is neither wise nor just’ does not entail that there is something Socrates is.

54
I should mention here another apparent difference between particulars and universals which impresses many people but which Ramsey does not consider explicitly, probably because he thought the answer too obvious to be worth stating.

55
This is that universals are essentially repeatable, and particulars are not. ‘Repeatable’ here of course doesn’t mean ‘repeatable in spacetime’, as Ramsey noted in saying that the question of whether a table is a particular or a quality isn’t a question of how many places it can be in at once.

56
Similarly, to take another example, there’s no inconsistency in Quine’s view that water is a scattered particular as opposed to a property of spacetime regions, molecules, rivers, etc.; nor in the view that people, tables and other continuants are particulars that are wholly present at every spatial cross-section of their world lines.

57
The issue here is not spatiotemporal but logical repeatability. The idea is that whereas a property like wisdom is wholly present in every wise person, no particular is present in any universal.

58
Not clear what this means. If it means anything it should rule out identifying properties with sets of particulars (actual or possible) which have them, since that seems to make particulars wholly present in their properties rather than the other way round.

59
So not obvious way to distinguish particulars from properties; but if it is, then if property F is a quality, i.e. a universal, then it isn’t present in particulars at all but in atomic facts, like the facts that a is F, b is F, etc. But then if a has the qualities F, G, etc., then a is as wholly present in the facts that a is F, a is G, etc., as F is in the facts that a is F, b is F, etc.

60
Thus in the only sense that matters here, particulars are just as repeatable as universals. The only entities that really are unrepeatable in this sense are atomic facts in general, and hence tropes in particular – but that’s another story, which I don’t want to discuss.

61
Where does this leave us? Well, if there really is no intrinsic difference between particulars and universals, how come we treat their linguistic correlates – names and linguistic predicates – in the way I’ve outlined, which makes us think there is?

62
Ramsey’s explanation is this. Consider the complex monadic predicate ‘having R to a or S to b’. We can’t abbreviate this to a simple symbol ‘’, since that won’t distinguish this monadic predicate from the dyadic ‘xRa or yRb’.

63
Now if ‘’ named a universal we wouldn’t have to do this. But when, in an extensional logic, we use a predicate symbol we don’t care whether it names a universal or not: all we care about is its extension, the class of entities it applies to.

64
But if we don’t care whether ‘’ corresponds to a universal, then we will want to write it the same way whether it does or not. So, because if it doesn’t we shall have to write it ‘(x)’. we write it like that anyway – thus giving the false impression that universals are incomplete, and give the form of the propositions they occur in.

65
But how then, for Ramsey, do particulars differ from universals, if not intrinsically? His answer, essentially, is that particulars are whatever we quantify over first, i.e. what our first-order quantifiers range over.

66
As he puts it, a logician can take ‘any type of objects whatever as the subject of his reasoning, and call them individuals, meaning by that simply that he has chosen this type to reason about.’

67
Now when we do this we naturally choose easily discriminable objects, like those with restricted locations in space and time, to quantify over first; but what makes these objects particulars is simply that we choose to quantify over them first, not why.

68
But then the fact that certain objects – like material objects for Whitehead, or water for those of us who think it’s not a scattered particular – fail to count as particulars because we choose not to let our first-order quantifiers range over them, can be no reason to deny, as nominalists do, that they don’t exist.

69
In short, the generic existence of universals, i.e. of whatever we leave for our second-order quantifiers to range over, is no more problematic than that of particulars.

70
Well, that’s Ramsey’s case. Before I stop, let me first note two of its advantages, and then deal briefly with what I think is the only decent objection to it.

71
One obvious advantage is that it removes the need to decide, on no basis, between formulations of physical theories that differ only in what they quantify over first. I’ve mentioned that we can treat water equally well as a particular or a universal, and so can any other such ‘stuff’. Only Ramsey’s view makes this what it is, namely a matter of no ontological importance.

72
Similarly for the distinction between field and particle formulations of physical theories, like electrostatics, the latter making point particles particulars, the former making them qualities of parts of the field – a spread-out particular, like Quine’s water – namely that there is a singularity there.

73
More generally, Ramsey gives the only obvious answer to the question: why do our first-order quantifiers range over, and only over, particulars? If universals are just an intrinsically different kind of object, why can’t we quantify over them first? I’ve no idea – unless, as Ramsey says, our doing so would make them particulars, because that’s what particulars are.

74
What’s the objection to all this. Those who know the most well-known objections, by Strawson, Geach, Dummett and Peter Simons, will have realised, I hope, that Ramsey answered most of them before they were made.

75
The only one I know of that he didn’t answer was first pressed on me by Alex Oliver, in a 1992 Analysis article attacking Ramsey’s assumption, in his argument against complex universals, that different constituents entail different facts and hence different propositions.

76
That’s why, you recall, Ramsey says there can’t be monadic universal like having R to b, or disjunctive ones like being wise unless Plato is foolish. But if a’s having the quality Rb can be the same fact as b’s having aR, and as a and b being related by R, then his case against this stock distinction between particulars and universals collapses.

77
But as Oliver says, whether a single fact can have more than one set of constituents depends on how you read ‘constituent’. On two of the three models Oliver cites – what he calls the ‘functional’ and the ‘abstraction’ models – you can easily have more than one such set. Only on his third, ‘compositional’, model – and then only on one version of it – is Ramsey’s claim true.

78
I won’t rerun the argument here, since my defence of Ramsey’s assumption follows Oliver’s attack in Analysis, except to say that I think Oliver’s functional and abstraction models only allow alternative sets of constituents because they’re too weak to capture what makes particulars and universals constituents of facts.

79
All I will do is make some positive remarks in favour of Ramsey’s assumption. First, the only complex universals most Realists about universals – e.g. Armstrong – believe in are conjunctive ones, like F&G, where F and G are themselves universals – possibly conjunctive.

80
No serious Realists believe in negative or disjunctive universals like ~F, or FG, even though the case for them is just as good – or bad – as that for conjunctive ones. And I fear this is because most Realists do what one of my colleagues said some people from another place are apt to do, namely ‘wallow in a featherbed of intuitions’, unlinked by any general principles, in this case ones that might tell us what universals there are. 

81
What principles? Well, here are two. First, if F&G exists, it must be a constituent of a truthmaking fact like Fa&Ga. But the only truthmakers the conjunctive proposition ‘Fa&Ga’ needs are the atomic facts Fa and Ga. On no decent theory of truthmakers will there be any conjunctive truthmaking facts for conjunctive universals to be constituents of.

82
The other principle is a general test for what universals there are, analogous to Quine’s test for what particulars there are, which I call Ramsey’s test. I call it this because it invokes what are known as Ramsey sentences, though not in the way Ramsey did.

83
To get my Ramsey test, first imagine the conjunction of all laws of nature, known or unknown. Then imagine replacing all the predicates in this conjunction, not just the so-called ‘theoretical’ ones, with variables bound by existential second-order quantifiers. Call this Ramsey sentence of the conjunction of all laws ‘∑’.

84
Then I say the universals that exist in this world are those over which ∑’s second-order quantifiers must range in order to make this Ramsey sentence true. That’s what I call the Ramsey test for what universals there are.

85
It’s like the test, which I call Quine’s test, for what particulars there are, which we can extract from Quine’s criterion of ontological commitment. This says that the particulars that exist in this world are those over which our first-order quantifiers would have to range for us to state all truths without using any singular terms.

86
If in this statement of Quine’s test for particulars we simply replace ‘truths’ by ‘laws’, ‘singular terms’ by ‘predicates’ and ‘first-order’ by ‘second-order’, we get Ramsey’s test for universals.

87
And the point here is that just as Quine’s test yields no conjunctive, disjunctive or negative particulars, so Ramsey’s test yields no conjunctive, disjunctive or conjunctive universals.

88
And if we agree, for this or any other reason, that there are no more complex universals than there are complex particulars, then Ramsey’s case for no intrinsic distinction between particulars and universals – and hence for a sensible Realism, with all the advantages I have outlined – is restored.
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