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Preface

When Sameness and Substance (Blackwell, ) went out of print,
Cambridge University Press agreed to take over the book. They sug-
gested that the Longer Notes be dropped and certain smaller matters be
attended to in recognition of what has happened since . They urged
that the chapter about personal identity be superseded. In the process of
my discovering how just and sensible these proposals were, then forming
the resolve to follow the substance theory through more single-mindedly
and to a greater distance, there came into being the version I have called
Sameness and Substance Renewed.

Whether Sameness and Substance Renewed is the same book as Sameness

and Substance is not a question of importance – the matter of a joke that
will fail nobody who wants to make it, or else of an exercise for the
reader (not to be attempted before reading the new Chapter Six or
without regard to the sort of ambiguities set out in Chapter One, §§–).
The present text seeks to correct all the things in the  version that I
know to be plain wrong. Then, in the same dialect of mid twentieth-
century English, it extends that version at some of the places where more
was needed. Most conspicuously, there is a new chapter about identity,
vagueness and supervenience; and, as requested, the old chapter on per-
sonal identity is entirely replaced. Those who interest themselves closely
in the annals of disputes about these subjects will have to retrieve the old
pages – from the same dust-heap of history as harbours most of
the theses and questions once explored in the Longer Notes of the 
version.

In the text from  that survived all these decisions, there has been
rewriting and abbreviation. Neither of these processes could be carried
far enough. But the reader may be assured that the present version does
not set out to transcribe everything that still seems to me to be true from
Sameness and Substance () or from the book that Sameness and Substance

itself consolidated. That earlier book was called Identity and Spatio-Temporal
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Continuity, was published in  and ran to seventy-eight pages of text.
By chance or good luck, the present preface is addressed from the same
place as was the  preface. But neither chance nor luck, nor yet an
inflexible will to abandon absolutely everything save that which is central,
could have restored the same brevity or the same simplicity of purpose
that was possible in , given the wider range of well formed questions
now wanting attention.

This is not the book that I should have written if I had been starting
afresh or I had been able to train a freer fancy or a more impartial atten-
tion upon the logical and philosophical literature of identity produced
in the twenty-one years since Sameness and Substance was given to the pub-
lisher. But I have tried to update whatever has been allowed to remain –
or else to test it off the page against alternative options made newly
visible. It has been a great help that Sabina Lovibond’s and Stephen
Williams’s collection Identity, Truth and Value: Essays for David Wiggins

(Blackwell, ), henceforth their (), recently obliged me to review
everything I was committed to. Sameness and Substance Renewed follows
through the implications of the commentary I offered in Identity, Truth

and Value upon the essays presented there by Timothy Williamson,
Harold Noonan and Paul Snowdon. Not only that. It follows through
the reactions to which I was moved or provoked by the numerous other
items that I happened upon in composing replies to these three scholars.
For everything Williamson, Noonan and Snowdon did directly and indi-
rectly to provoke these reactions I am extremely grateful. In the case of
some of the other démarches in the field, however, it has seemed that the
best reaction is to take note but remain silent. Some will disappear
without the ministrations of comment or criticism. Others will not dis-
appear, but will seem misguided to anyone I can convince of the correct-
ness of the approach to identity that is exemplified in this book. Yet
others of more recent provenance must wait their turn to be read until
this book is given to the new publisher, who has waited long enough.

Acknowledgements to Noonan and Snowdon apart, as to Williamson
(who did me a further favour by accepting the publisher’s invitation to
review the whole draft), there are newer debts of gratitude, to William
Child, Stephen Williams, Christopher Peacocke, Naci Mehmet and Ian
Rumfitt, for instance, each of whom read some version of some chapter
or section or extract. I am grateful to New College and the Sub-Faculty
of Philosophy at Oxford for substantial technical assistance and espe-
cially to Jo Cartmell. Without her the task could not have been com-
pleted. From earlier times, a variety of philosophical acknowledgements
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must be carried forward that are no less real for being old: first (from the
monograph of ) there are special thanks to Professors P. T. Geach,
W. A. Hodges and B. A. O. Williams. From , there are acknowledge-
ments to M. K. Davies, E. L. Hussey, D. W. Hamlyn, R. A. Wollheim,
C. A. B. Peacocke, M. L. C. Nussbaum, D. F. Cheesman, J. A. W. Kamp,
N. Tennant, J. H. McDowell. Debts were incurred on a much larger
scale in – to Sir Peter Strawson and Jennifer Hornsby. In 
I made more general acknowledgements to various papers by Hilary
Putnam, Saul Kripke and Richard Cartwright, and to Leibniz’s Philosophy

of Logic and Language by Hidé Ishiguro. In divers and different ways, each
of these authors informed or strengthened the various convictions that
I needed in order to shape the characteristic, however insufficiently qual-
ified, claims of Sameness and Substance concerning the mutual dependence
of the ideas of substance, causality, law, and de re necessity.

In Identity and Spatio-Temporal Continuity, dark claims were entered about
the relevance and importance for the theory of individuation of the phi-
losophy of biology. In Sameness and Substance it would have been good if
there had been more about these matters. After the abandonment of
Longer Notes, all that remains here are certain sketchy remarks in
Chapters Two and Three. But I shall recall from the  Preface the
keen pleasure that I felt at that time on discovering how, in response to
all the facts that confront the biological scientist, Professor J. Z. Young
had arrived, in chapters Five and Six of his Introduction to the Study of Man

(Oxford, ), at a conception of identity and persistence through time
that is strikingly similar, where living things are concerned, to the neo-
Aristotelian conception that I defend:

The essence of a living thing is that it consists of atoms of the ordinary chem-
ical elements we have listed, caught up into the living system and made part of
it for a while. The living activity takes them up and organizes them in its char-
acteristic way. The life of a man consists essentially in the activity he imposes
upon that stuff . . . it is only by virtue of this activity that the shape and organ-
ization of the whole is maintained.

Two other good things that have happened since  are the recogni-
tion in the philosophical community at large of the persisting conceptual
importance, all foolish revivalism apart, of Aristotle’s biology and philos-
ophy of life; and the development by Peter Simons (in Parts: A Study in

Ontology, Oxford, ) of a new account of the part–whole relationship
that is far less alien to the present inquiry than the works of classical
extensional mereology that I criticize so relentlessly in Chapters One,
Two and Three.
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In  it seemed that there were two important things I had to say about
identity and individuation. One came down to this. Identity was an
absolute relation, yet, despite this, identity was not bare continuity. A for-

tiori, neither identity nor even the identity relation as restricted to
material objects could be the same relation as continuity as such. Identity

and Spatio-Temporal Continuity () had been a first engagement in the
war against this idea, which was no less dispensable, I said, than it was
incoherent. Hence came the thesis of Sortal Dependency, labelled D in
Sameness and Substance (). This said that behind every true identity
claim there stands an identity covered by the concept of some particu-
lar kind of thing (in a wide range of empirical cases, a substance-kind).
Once D was in place, the philosophical work that remained was to show
how, in all their strictness, the formal properties of the relation of iden-
tity can be sustained by our kind-based individuative practices.

Among the further consequences derived from sortal dependency
were a modest but specifically individuative (contrast referential) form of
essentialism and the second of the special things I thought I had to say
in . This was the doubtfulness of the separation, supposedly obvious
or truistic and still widely insisted upon, between ontological and con-
ceptual questions. Here, even if some of the things rehearsed in the pre-
vious paragraph have come to be accepted as commonplace, I think I
have made scarcely any impression on received ideas about the sharp
division of questions of ontology from questions of ideology. (In Quine’s
sense of “ideology”. See From a Logical Point of View, Harvard, ,
p. .) As in the  version, the case for this adjustment is expressed
in Chapter Five and that which leads up to it. In Sameness and Substance

Renewed, Chapter Five prepares the way for some fresh reflections,
pursued further in Chapter Six, about identity, vagueness, determinacy
and the singularity of the identity relation. It is here that I think the con-
ceptualist insight I try to formulate in Chapters Five and Six shines a new
light onto certain familiar questions, questions already transformed by
Timothy Williamson’s sharp critique of received theories of vagueness.
See his recent book, Vagueness (London, ). Before the insight that I
call the conceptualist insight falls into the wrong hands, however, let me
say immediately that it is all of a piece with the absolute and adaman-
tine hardness of truth. (See Chapter Six, §.) The same goes for the
increasing emphasis placed upon the irreducibly practical aspect of our
acts of individuation. This may even amount to a third important thing
that I think I have to say.

Chapter Six makes a protest against the idea that, even if identity is
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strictly irreducible, it must supervene somehow upon other properties
and relations of objects, and supervene in such a way that these will con-
stitute locally sufficient grounding for a judgment of identity. By this
protest, I position the theory of identity and individuation to see the
making of identity judgments in an altogether other way. Let us see it as
an extension of our practical capacity to single out things of a given kind
and then, in the light of an understanding of the behaviour of things of
that kind, to keep track of them. The fully fledged judgment of identity
outgrows its primitive origin but, according to my account, it does not
lose touch with the original enterprise that it extends.

If I had seen all this clearly in , if I had seen the opportunity it
affords for fresh modes of philosophical exposition, I think I might have
found a way to treat the questions of identity and individuation other-
wise than in the technical-sounding language of principles of individu-
ation, persistence, identity, activity. To dispense altogether with all talk
of such principles would have been a noble endeavour. But it would have
required a completely new book, one that strained less after generality or
that only achieved it by the extended demonstration and discussion of
eminent instances. Instead, the thing I shall say here about principles of
individuation and so on is simply this: given that any serious or ontolog-
ically committal use of language of this kind can only multiply the kind
of problems that philosophy has already with entelechies, forms, poten-
tialities, actualities, etc., and given that such use may threaten an explan-
atory regress (as Penelope Mackie has properly observed, see her op. cit.

at note , Chapter Four), all talk of such things needs to be understood
as notional. What would it be to treat it so? Well, here is a start. To see
that the principle of individuation for a buzzard is not the same as the
principle for a bat, to see that the principle of individuation for a teapot
is not the same as that for a housefly – there is no more to this (and no
less) than there is to seeing what a difference there is between these things
from the practical point of view of singling them out, of keeping track of them and of

chronicling what they do.
Chapter Seven, the new chapter on personal identity, focuses on

human beinghood, and recants anything I have ever said against Bishop
Butler’s objection to Locke’s account of personal identity. The chief aim
is to treat personal identity for what it is, namely a special case with a
special power to test any emerging answer to the general question of the
identity and individuation of substances. The chapter reviews briefly the
course of controversy on these matters since the nineteen sixties, when
a thought experiment of Sydney Shoemaker’s deflected me and many
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other philosophers towards the neo-Lockean conception of personal
identity. My completed recantation, which perseveres in doubts Bernard
Williams, Paul Snowdon and I have expressed over a long period, com-
prises considerations inter alia of epistemology and the cognitive activity
of human beings. On this basis, I seek to show that there is no non-
vacuous sense in which one can say “the ordinary further facts of human
personality supervene upon the facts of mental and physical continuity
and connectedness”. (Pace the philosophers who say that sort of thing,
those mental and physical facts are already identity-involving.) I must add,
however, that despite the completion of this recantation of all neo-
Lockean tendencies, I cling to my admiration of Locke’s Essay ·, not
least (now) of his “forensic” conception. This last has usually been taken
to support the Lockean over the human being conception of personal
identity. In the light of the considerations of physiognomy that I try now
to insist upon, I think that the chief contribution of the forensic concep-
tion is to make us (the persons that we are) see the difficulty of conceiv-
ing of a person (conceiving of one of us) otherwise than as a being with
a human form. Rereading the old chapter in Sameness and Substance that
the new Chapter Seven replaces, I find that this anticipated and spelled
out at great length a range of practical and moral apprehensions arising
from the prospect of other, quasi-functional or quasi-artefactual, con-
ceptions of personhood gaining ground. The fact that the ensuing
twenty years have intensified these apprehensions might be ground for
intellectual satisfaction. (For no other.) But the intervening years equally
suggest the need to condense the apprehensions themselves into one or
two bare paragraphs. At this point of the argument, the thing that
matters is the intimate connexion between such apprehensions, familiar
as they will now be to almost every reader, and the range of rival con-
ceptions, some of them artefactual, some of them (like mine) anti-
artefactual, of what kind of thing it is we are concerned to individuate
when we ask what a human person is.

Readers who wish to begin by seizing the main essentials of the
theory of identity and individuation which leads into all these other
things (or so I claim) should not labour too hard over the later sections
of the Preamble, which is mainly methodological and terminological.
Terminological explanations that are essential – and some of them are
indeed essential – are given again or referred back to as and when they
are needed in the body of the book. The chief purpose of the
Preamble is to place all these explanations where they belong, namely
in a single framework within which they will show themselves to be
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singly and collectively defensible. Those convinced of the wrongness of
my substantive conclusions or who object to the method of reaching
them ought, in due course, to take the precaution of reading the
Preamble through to the end.

Readers who are prepared to skip should read Chapter One, sections
–, and then advance immediately to Chapter One, sections  and ,
before reading Chapters Two and Three. A summary is given at Chapter
Three, section , of this material, just as a partial summary is given in §
and § of Chapter Five, to recapitulate Chapters Four and Five.

The chief aim of Chapters One, Two and Three of the book is to
place questions of individuation, identity and persistence through time
on a firmer and broader basis of theory, but in such a way that the par-
ticular point that is at issue in particular problems of identity will be
locally determined. Once matters are put onto this basis, there can be
securer standards (or so I claim) by which to judge in situ, on the basis of
the right kinds of consideration, the relevance or irrelevance to the given
case of empirical information that is collateral with the case. The result-
ing conception of individuation is principled, logically founded, yet irre-
ducibly practical. It is universal, in so far as it always appeals to ideas that
transcend the particular case, but also dialectical. It is dialectical not only
in respect of how it envisages any particular decision’s being reached but
in respect of the individuative practices that it justifies. Room is left for
these practices and the thing-kind conceptions that incorporate them to
proceed in a given case by considerations that are highly specific to it
(scarcely general at all). That will not prevent these considerations from
being universal in import. For the distinctness of the general/specific
and the universal/singular (or universal/particular) distinctions and the
compatibility of specificity with universality, I would refer to R. M.
Hare, Freedom and Reason (Oxford, ). (See his p. .) Even at this late
stage in the specialization of philosophy, light can still be cast on logic
and metaphysics from ethics and the philosophy of law.

The explanation of how the conception thus formed of identity and
individuation coheres with the invincible strictness of the laws of iden-
tity is completed in Chapter Six, which resumes and extends some of the
arguments of Chapters Four and Five. Finally, the last part of Chapter
Seven (§ onwards) offers certain general reflections about identity and
individuation and follows them through. In these concluding reflections
I see some culmination of the efforts of all earlier chapters. I hope that
this part can be read on its own without the preceding sections of
Chapter Seven.
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The price of making the book skippable in this way is paid by the
reader who reads it right through. I have tried however to keep to the
barest minimum the amount of repetition that is entailed by the policy.

The purpose of the Select bibliography is to include a selection
(updated ) of certain major and minor classics of the theory of iden-
tity and individuation and to make reference to other works that the
reader may find useful or on which this book most heavily depends. Only
incidentally is it a bibliography of personal identity or of anything else
besides the theory of identity and individuation. Numerous other useful
or fascinating items not included in this selection are referred to in the
footnotes. I know that many books and articles left out of the Select bib-
liography are just as good as those I have included. Philosophers hate to
contemplate such contingency, I know, but the sole aim has been to make
this bibliography short enough for it to be useful, useful in its own right
or usefully cognizant of the particular intellectual debts it happened the
author incurred in writing or rewriting this book. The author/date
system is used for references to titles included in the Select bibliography.

The chapter footnotes are part of the final defences of the theory, but
they are meant to be theoretically dispensable to the basic understand-
ing of the argument. (One regrettable departure from this policy
remains, at footnote  of Chapter Three.) But there is no attempt to push
into the text everything which points at something important. Most
especially I have not attempted this where the matter in the note leads
not back to the argument of the text but outwards from it. An example
of that is the brief discussion in footnote  (formerly ) of Chapter One
of some of the differences between a substance and an event. Another
example is the equally old footnote  of Chapter Three (now numbered
), concerning that which I regard as the chief falsehood in the classi-
cal or original form of mereology or the calculus of individuals.

The Index is intended to secure the sense of key technical terms,
printing in bold the page reference that best indicates what acceptations
I have aimed, for the length of a book, to assign stably and definitely to
certain technical terms used here.

December  ..
New College

Oxford
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Preamble, chiefly concerned with matters methodological

and terminological

Technical terms are worse to be shunned than dog or snake.
(Leibniz, Gerhardt , .)

 .     

The chief aim of this book is to elaborate a theory of the individuation
of continuants, including living substances and other substances. Such
a theory ought to comprise at least three things: an elucidation first of
the primitive concept of identity or sameness; second, some account of
what it is for something to be a substance or continuant that persists
through change; third, an account of what it amounts to, practically and
cognitively, for a thinker, to single a thing out at a time. Here, with this
last task, there is the supplementary question of what it amounts to for
the same thinker, having once singled something out, later to single out
that same thing as the same thing.

From a philosopher’s attitude towards the logical and methodological
ordering of these tasks one can tell something about his or her attitude
towards the idea that the meaning of a word is a function of its use. In
this work, it is everywhere accepted that the meanings of such words as
‘same’, ‘substance’, ‘change’, ‘persist’ and ‘recognize’ depend upon their
use. The life and semantic identity of such terms is only sustained by the
activity of singling out or individuating. But the thesis of meaning as use
is consistent with two converse or complementary theses (A)(B), which
have an equal relevance to what is to be attempted and an equal claim
upon rational acceptance.

(A) The relation between the meaning and the use of such words as
‘same’, ‘substance’, ‘change’, ‘persist’ is in fact reciprocal or two-way.
Everything that concerns meaning registers upon use; but, unless we





redefine use, that does not imply that meaning can be reduced to use.1

Among the concerns I began by enumerating, there is no question of
collapsing the first two into the third, for instance.

(B) An interpretation of a set of linguistic uses or conceptual practices
must speak of the subject matter to which they relate. For that reason, it
must refer to the various things themselves towards which the uses or
practices themselves are directed, together with the properties and rela-
tions of these things. The child who is learning to find for himself the
persisting substances in the world, to think the thoughts that involve
them and recognize the same ones again, grasps a skill and a subject
matter at one and the same time. A philosopher who seeks properly to
understand those thoughts must proceed accordingly. Let the philoso-
pher elucidate same, identical, substance, change, persist, etc., directly and
from within the same practices as those that an ordinary untheoretical
human being is initiated into. At the same time, let the philosopher show
by example what good elucidations can be made of such ideas as these.
To this end, let him shadow the practical commerce between things
singled out and thinkers who find their way around the world by singling
out places and objects – and singling out one another. If the meaning of
the terms ‘same’, ‘substance’, ‘change’, ‘persist’, etc., is a function of use
and use is a function of the said commerce, then one by-product of this
mode of elucidation will be that the task I began by calling the third task
is undertaken in concert with the first and the second. The first and
second tasks acknowledge the importance of the third; but, by their con-
stant appropriate acknowledgment of this importance, they will in fact
absorb the third.

When the reciprocities and mutual interdependencies of concept,
practice and thing-singled-out are acknowledged and likened to those of
some seamless web, when the primitiveness of all the relevant notions is
acknowledged too, how much genuine clarification is it reasonable to
expect a philosophical theory of individuation to be able to achieve?
Well, we have rudimentary pretheoretical ideas of identity, persistence
through change, and the singling out of changeable things. By means of
these, we may arrive at a provisional or first explication of what ‘same’
means and of the actual application of this relation-word. So soon as
that is achieved, there is a basis from which to scrutinize afresh and then

 Preamble

11 Or even to correct and truthful use, which would be a less striking achievement. (I hear someone
scoffing at the distinction between use and correct use. Let them note that the correct use of a
word or device might only be determinable from within a whole practice, yes, but without its fol-
lowing from this that the correct use was determinable from within practice in respect of this word
or device. Cognate questions are pursued further in my (b).



consolidate our logical and participative understanding of the individu-
ative practices that a thinker’s grasp of the concepts of substance, same-
ness and persistence through change makes possible for him. At the end
of this second phase, nothing will be recognizable as the philosophical
analysis of ‘�’. But no special mystery need remain about how a notion
of the exigency that we ascribe to the identity relation can find applica-
tion in the changeable world of our experience. Provided we do not
despise the ordinary ideas by which we conduct the untheoretical busi-
ness of the individuation and reidentification of particulars, we can
remind ourselves well enough of what regulates the principled employ-
ment of ‘�’. We can remind ourselves of what it is for anyone who is
bent on singling out objects to carve off from the world, or isolate from
among the objects of his experience, various continuants or things that
persist through change.

This emphasis on the practical does not mean something that it might
seem to mean if, in the cause of the crudest version of ‘meaning as use’,
a separate priority were accorded to the third of the three tasks enumer-
ated in the second sentence of the first paragraph. It does not mean that,
for the benefit of his deluded subjects, the theorist is to find a way to see
a world that might as well be one of pure flux in which nothing really
persists through change as if that world offered us objects that persist
through change. For persistence through change is not make-believe. No
sensible inquiry could abandon a datum so fundamental or so deeply
entrenched.2 It means that, arriving at the point programmatically
described, the theorist is to understand as well as he can – discursively,
practically, in the same sort of terms as those who individuate them or
in modest extrapolation from these – what it is for an object to be a
genuine continuant; it means that, when that is done, the theorist is to
describe how the charge that something did not persist is to be consid-
ered, namely on its merits, such merits being set out in terms accessible
in principle to those who take themselves to believe in genuine continu-
ants. It is in this way that we shall try to identify the point properly at
issue in some of the most bitterly contested questions of identity.

There are two complaints about the method of elucidations that will
not go happily together: () that the method is vacuous, a mere replay of
that which needs to be ‘explained’; () that the demands which the
method derives from the congruence and other properties of identity
and translates into requirements upon the positive finding of identity are
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draconian, too exigent, too severe. You cannot make both complaints.
But it is better (I hope to show) not to make either.

.      

Where there is reciprocity or mutual presupposition between concepts,
analytical philosophy is always tempted into violence or arbitrariness.
We find it hard to endure the thought that, in the substantive questions
of philosophy, there is no master thread we can pull upon to unravel
everything else. Even as I deprecate this idée fixe, however, it may appear
that the chapters which follow are victim of the same illusion. For in this
book the formal properties of identity, namely the reflexivity of identity
and Leibniz’s Law (registered in the claim that, if x is the same as y, then
whatever is true of x is true of y and whatever is true of y is true of x),
will be treated as enjoying a special status. In this way, am I not attempt-
ing to insulate from legitimate criticism my opinion that these formal
properties determine what can count as someone’s singling out or
tracing an entity? In the presence of doubt concerning formal proper-
ties, is it not simple dogmatism for me to persist in saying (in effect) that
the properties of identity regulate, by reference to a claim they make
upon reason, the interpretation of thought and action as thought and
action?

In partial answer to this charge, I can only plead that something is
done in the course of Chapter One, §, to justify the view I take of the
formal properties of ‘�’. I do not really think they are given simply ab

extra. It is true that I liken the status of reflexivity and congruence (along
with the symmetry and transitivity that they entail) to that of the Law of
Non-Contradiction. But, bracketing Chapter One, §, my conciliatory
view would be that the issue between the opposition and me is holistic
and dialectical. If that is right, however, then the question at issue cannot
really be resolved until some opposing account of individuation is devel-
oped to the same point as the account presented here. These questions
will not be resolved until rival descriptions of individuation (and of ref-
erence) are compared with one another against the background of all
the practices that they purport to describe. (For one small step in that
direction, see Harold Noonan’s and my exchange in Lovibond and
Williams ().) The thing I have to hope is that, in the end, the reader
will convince himself that the internal difficulties of the ontology and
ideology of a position that abandons the Leibnizian conception of iden-
tity are overwhelmingly greater than any of the difficulties attaching to
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the position I recommend. I trust that at that point, if not before, the
reader will come to share my conviction that the Leibnizian principle is
immanent in any linguistic or reflective practices we can recognize as ref-
erence and individuation.

.  

Corresponding to the three tasks mentioned in the first paragraph, we
have the notions identical (same), continuant and individuate.

(i) The notion of sameness or identity that we are to elucidate is not
that of qualitative similarity but that of coincidence (as an object, thing
or substance), a notion as primitive as predication and correlative with
it in the following way: if and only if Socrates is a man, then Socrates is
identical with some man, and thus (we shall argue) shares all his proper-
ties with him. (This equivalence is offered as a manifest truth, rather than
as an analytical definition of ‘is a man’ or of anything else. It is not
offered as a part of a canonical or mandatory definitional sequence. See
below, §.) No reduction of the identity relation has ever succeeded.
(See especially Chapter Six, §.) Nor yet is it called for, once we realize
how much can be achieved in philosophy by means of elucidations that
put a concept to use without attempting to reduce it but, in using the
concept, exhibit its connexions with other concepts that are established,
genuinely coeval or collateral, and independently intelligible. (Compare
here Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, ., ., ..) Not
only is identity irreducible. Only in a vacuous sense of ‘supervene’, or a
weak and irrelevant one, does it supervene on the totality of properties
and relations other than itself. (See Chapter Six, §.)

(ii) We have to explicate what it is to be a continuant or a substance.
This explication will not amount to a definition. Nor will it be achieved
without the ineliminably practical demonstration of the ordinary per-
ceptible individuals of common experience. The explication must go
some way beyond mere demonstration. But to set out, as so many phi-
losophers have done in emulation of Book  of Aristotle’s Metaphysics,
with the high-minded aspiration to achieve an altogether purer kind of
definition of substance, and then to abandon the concept of substance
just because the result does not satisfy, is to end up doing philosophy that
is at once ill-tempered and needlessly bad. It represents the inability to
learn from Aristotle’s experiment.3
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Kant writes at § of Prolegomenon to Any Future Metaphysic: ‘People have
long since observed that in all substances the proper subject, that which
remains after all the accidents (as predicates) are abstracted, remains
unknown.’ I protest that the substances or subjects we begin with are not
unknown but known, that the only abstraction in which we need to be
interested is utterly distinct from that which is supposed to result from the
notional (mythical) removal of properties from a substance. The interest-
ing and benign form of abstraction is that which results from the ascent
from particular kinds of substance to the determinable substance of some

further specifiable kind. (Ascent to what Wittgenstein in Tractatus Logico-

Philosophicus called a formal concept.) This form of abstraction cannot part
us from our conviction that substances are things which are known to us.

(iii) The Oxford English Dictionary defines ‘individuate’ in terms of
‘single out’ or ‘pick out’, and this definition is well suited to the purposes
of this book. That which individuates – in the one sense in which the
word will be used in this book4 – is in the first instance a thinker.
(Derivatively, but only derivatively, one may find oneself saying that a
substantive or predicate individuates.) To single x out is to isolate x in
experience; to determine or fix upon x in particular by drawing its
spatio-temporal boundaries and distinguishing it in its environment
from other things of like and unlike kinds (at this, that and the other
times during its life history); hence to articulate or segment reality in such
a way as to discover x there. To single x out though, or even to prolong
the singling out of x into the effort to keep track of x, is not yet (unless
‘in thought’) to refer to x or to designate x. And one may well refer to x,
of course, without in our primary sense singling x out at all. This is not
to say that, if there were no singling out, there could be reference.
Singling out is the sheet-anchor for information about particulars.

The verbs ‘individuate’ and ‘single out’ are not intensional. If a
thinker singles out x or individuates x, and x�y, then, whether or not he
knows it, he singles out or individuates y. Such verbs do, however, permit
of a complementation that is intensional. A Greek could have simply
singled out Socrates; he could have singled out Socrates as Socrates; he
could have singled out Socrates as a certain man or philosopher; or he
could have singled out Socrates as the Athenian married to Xanthippe
who was represented by Plato to have stressed (Phaedrus e) the equal
importance, in classification and in carving, of ‘dividing where the joints
are’. What then is the relation of singling out and singling out as? In due
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course, we shall discover reason to think that there could be no singling
out tout court unless there could also be singling out as. (This is not a pri-
ority claim.) It will be declared that not just any attempt at singling out
counts as singling something out; that that which is required in a given case
derives from what the thing itself is. It will be a consequence of the
account of these matters to be given here that, for a thinker to single out
or individuate a substance, there needs to be something about what he
does, something about his rapport with x or his relational state towards x
and his practical sensibility in relation to x, which (regardless of whether
he articulately knows this or not – for all he needs is clear indistinct
knowledge, cf. Chapter Three, note  and associated text – and regard-
less of whether it is a singling out as) sufficiently approximates to this: the
thinker’s singling x out as x and as a thing of a kind f such that member-
ship in f entails some correct answer to the question ‘what is x?’ For the
philosophical cargo carried by this Aristotelian question, see Chapter
One and the chapter mottoes prefixed to it from Aristotle’s Categories.
One further and equally Aristotelian part of that cargo makes reference
to the way in which x behaves, how it acts and reacts. It will be every-
where insisted, moreover, that the singling out at time t of the substance
x must look backwards and forwards to times before and after t. And it will be
categorically denied in Chapters Five and Six, that, where it is indeter-
minate what was singled out, we have the singling out of something
indeterminate. (Even at this distance the thing denied has the distinctive
smell of fallacy.) But at this point in summarizing what is to come, I
venture well beyond explanation of terminology and deep into the phi-
losophy of the matter. Chapters Five and Six aim to complete the
account of what singling out is. If they succeed, it will become finally
clear how and why the singling something out at t cannot help but look,
as I say, both backwards and forwards to times before and after t.

In sum, let the English language fix what will be meant by ‘single out’
and ‘pick out’. Let these verb phrases sustain the practical and episte-
mological significance of ‘individuate’, ‘individuation’ and ‘individua-
tive’. Let philosophy then seek to say what individuative acts and
thoughts amount to. At this point, a reader who has had enough of pre-
liminaries may want to advance to Chapter One.

.   :     

The explications just given are intended to leave room for me to make the
following declaration. Ideally, all technical terms should (i) be defined and
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(ii) belong in that part of the metalanguage which does not overlap with
the object language. Where there is no alternative but to allow technical
terms to penetrate into the object language (e.g. because the object lan-
guage is poor in schematic devices or devices of generalization), one might
hope that technical terms would serve the sole purpose of abbreviation, of
summarizing, and of systematizing, in terms not essentially different from
the expressions indigenous to the object language, the matters of which the
object language already speaks. No doubt the philosophy of any particu-
lar science or art will need to use the technical terms of that science or art.
But such terms will have needed to pass muster in that art or science itself.5

The semi-technical uses in this book of ‘concept’, ‘continuant’, ‘sub-
stance’, ‘coincidence’, ‘coincidence under a concept’ will stand con-
demned unless they can conform to these requirements. Maybe they will
not always live up to the ideal stated, and will to that extent stand con-
demned. But my aspiration for them is that they should be devices for
the generalization of that which has a straightforward meaning in the
object language of English – more specifically, that they will be determin-
ables of which ordinary English provides countless determinations.6 This is
everywhere important, but it is a particularly important stipulation in
connexion with the term ‘substance’. If we misunderstand determinable
notions such as this, then it is almost inevitable that we shall unintention-
ally restore the unwanted associations of ‘substance’ with doctrines of
bare particulars and qualitiless substrate.

.         :  
     

A technical term that is associated with ‘substance’ and the what is it?
question but belongs in the metalanguage is ‘sortal predicate’. I use this
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16 The determinable/determinate distinction was revived by W. E. Johnson (Logic .XI.; Cambridge,
) out of dissatisfaction with the traditional genus and differentia account of species when it
was applied outside its traditional scope. ‘To be ultramarine is not to be blue and something else
besides, but it is a particular way of being blue’, A. N. Prior, The Doctrine of Propositions and Terms
(London, ). Pace the traditional doctrine of genus and differentia, I should say the same of being
a cat. It is not a matter of being an animal and something else that is independent of animality.
See below on real definitions, §. Manifestly ‘substance’ stands for a fundamentum divisionis in the
traditional scheme. Or, in the language of the Tractatus, one may prefer to say it stands for a
formal concept. For further discussion, see A. N. Prior, op. cit., pp. – and ‘Determinables,
Determinates and Determinants’, Mind,  (), pp. –, –.



Lockean term in roughly the manner of the second part of P. F.
Strawson’s Individuals (London: Methuen, ). See especially his pp.
–. (For a discrepancy not of philosophical purpose but of detail, see
Chapter One, section  below.) Locke’s usage, Strawson’s usage and my
own are all focused or organized by Aristotle’s distinction of predications
in the category of substance from predications in the category of quality
and the other categories. See the first five chapters of Aristotle’s treatise
Categories, especially the two passages I have prefixed to Chapter One.
For Locke’s usage, see Essay , iii, :

it being evident that things are ranked under names into sorts or species only as
they agree to certain abstract ideas, to which we have annexed those names, the
essence of each genus or sort comes to be nothing but that abstract idea which
the general, or sortal (if I may have leave so to call it so from sort, as I do general
from genus), name stands for.7

Here, as in other cases, the intuitive semantics we reach for in replace-
ment of the Lockean system of ideas are Frege’s or some adaptation of
these. (For, however unfinished Frege’s original scheme may be and
whatever reservations one may have about the further elaborations that
he offers of it in Grundgesetze, the underlying ideas are as general as they
are durable.) Like other predicables, a sortal predicate expresses a sense
and, by virtue of expressing this sense, it stands for a concept. Under this
concept individual things may fall. See the diagram in Frege’s letter to
Husserl.8 To understand a predicate and know what concept it stands for
is to grasp a rule that associates things that answer to it with the True
and things that don’t answer to it with the False. (The extension of the
concept is therefore the inverse image of the True under the function
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Identity over time is just identity. The same holds of identity at a time. Such truisms should con-
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counts now as a dog regulates present judgments in the light of future and past findings about
the same thing. And vice versa. See my ‘Reply to Noonan’ in Lovibond and Williams ().

18 The letter is dated . See Dummett (), Chapter Five. The diagram is reproduced in my
() and my ().



determined by this rule.) To grasp the rule is to grasp how or what a thing
must be (or what a thing must do) in order to satisfy the predicate. To
grasp this last is itself to grasp the Fregean concept. Thus ‘horse’ stands
for that which Victor is and Arkle is, for instance – just as, outside the
sortal category, the verb-phrase ‘runs swiftly’ stands for that which Arkle
does. When I declare that to grasp this rule is to come to understand
what horse is or run swiftly is, someone may insist that, in that case, the
concept so spoken of, horse or run swiftly or whatever it may be, is a prop-
erty. I shall not demur, but simply insist in my turn that the notion of a
rule of correlation to which I appeal is pretheoretical. It is not indissol-
ubly wedded to an extensional criterion of concept identity. The exten-
sional criterion is the by-product, not here needed, of the
mathematicians’ regimentation of an entirely intuitive notion.9

The concept horse is not then an abstraction such as horse-hood or
horse-ness (whatever these are). It is something general or, better, univer-
sal; and to that extent it will be philosophically contentious. But horse or
mammal or carnivore surely are things that we need to speak of or quantify
over, in metaphysics and in science.10 Objects fall under them and so on
– and, under this aspect, objects can be seen as belonging to divers
assemblages, variously denominated species, sorts, kinds.11

Seen in this way, as something with instances, the concept belongs on
the level of reference (reference in general being something of which
naming is one special case). But there is another use of the word
‘concept’ which is equally common, if not more common, and this
belongs on the level of sense. It is this rival use of the word ‘concept’ that
we find in discussions that are influenced directly or indirectly by Kant.
In those discussions, talk of things falling under a concept, or of con-
cepts having extensions, may be less felicitous. Or rather, it will not come
to the same thing. Perhaps everything will fall into place, however, and
the connexion will be visible between the two uses of the word, if we try
to reserve the word ‘concept’ for the Fregean use and we prefer the word
‘conception’ to cover the Kantian use (seeing a Fregean sense as a very
special case of a conception). The connexion that there is between the
two may then be understood as follows:
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10 For more on these, see my (), especially the references to Elliot Sober, ‘Evolutionary Theory
and the Ontological Status of Properties’, Philosophical Studies,  (), and my (). The
quantification in question is over both sortal and non-sortal properties.

11 In ordinary English and even in ordinary philosophical English, some of these terms lead a
double life perhaps, as denoting assemblages or as denoting properties.


