Must every particular possess an identity?
The question of identity is one that requires us to look into the nature of properties in relation to their particulars and our ability to identify them. In this essay I will endeavour to provide an analysis of properties and their relationship to particulars and whether identity is something that all particulars possess. To do this I will enquire into what we mean by ‘identity’ as well as the relationship between our propositions and the world, as attained in a metaphysical approach of analysis. The aim will be to show how our beliefs about the relationship between these can be misleading when discerning truth in an analysis with the aim of understanding the identity of particulars. In concluding, I will turn to epistemological knowledge as a means to provide analysis through empirical means as an alternative perspective to the discussion.
There are certain questions about the nature of particulars that are of interest here. One of these is in regards to the continuity of an object through ‘object-stages’. When we think of an object existing in space and time we can think of it as undergoing constant change through object-stages.[footnoteRef:1] For this reason, when enquiring about the identity of a particular we have to look at it in relation to time so that we can ascertain certain facts about how it persists, how the changes that occur to it affect its identity, in order to discern whether it is something distinct from other objects.  [1:  Eli Hirsch, The concept of identity, Oxford University Press 1982, pp.7-9.] 

An example of this can be analysed through the allegory of the ship of Theseus. In this example the ship is seen to travel from point A to point B whilst gradually changing parts so that when it arrives at point B it has a completely different composition from when it left point A. Thus we must question whether this is the same ship at all, whether its identity has persisted.[footnoteRef:2] We would argue then, in accordance with a theory of indiscernibles that it is the same ship, IFF all properties that pertain to it at T1, still pertain to it at T2.[footnoteRef:3][footnoteRef:4] There are certain criteria that are used in the enquiry of identity. One is spatiotemporal continuity and the other is qualitative continuity. The ship of Theseus, for example, could be said to always be numerically the same however it has qualitatively changed. To further enquire into this we can ask if this change is continuous in a strong or weak sense. In line with an understanding of object-stages, if the ship of Theseus has undergone change in a continuous, strong sense, then its change can be broken down indefinitely. We can see the change happening gradually and enquire about the intermediate steps, however if it is continuous in a weak sense, then there is a jump between the particular’s properties at T1 and T2 that cannot be broken down into intermediate steps.[footnoteRef:5] In the example of the ship of Theseus we cannot ascertain continuity in the strong sense. Namely, we cannot ascertain the intermediate parts that were undergoing change. If we change one plank we cannot ascertain when the plank was half on, what we could say is that there is an overlap in that we can identify the ship with the larger fraction of parts rather than with the smaller, singular plank.[footnoteRef:6]  [2:  David Morgans 2012, Identity, persistence, and the ship of Theseus, PowerPoint presentation, Lampeter University, Lampeter.]  [3:  Ibid.]  [4:  Michael J. Loux, Universals and particulars Readings in ontologies, Anchor Books Doubleday & Company Inc. Garden City, New York, pp.189-203.]  [5:  Eli Hirsch, The concept of identity, Oxford University Press 1982, pp.7-9.]  [6:  Ibid. pp.16-19.] 

Let us say a second boat was arranged with the parts discarded by the ship of Theseus in the same configuration. We will call this ship ‘remodelled ship’.[footnoteRef:7] We are now likely to identify the ship of Theseus with the remodelled ship rather than the original due to the higher frequency of original parts. This begs the question of whether the properties are, or in what way their continuity is, actually a necessary criterion in discerning identity. This is because the theory of indiscernibles does not allow us to ascribe continuity over time if the properties of a particular are undergoing change.[footnoteRef:8] We might be compelled to ascertain that Theseus’s ship is actually the remodelled ship even though it is not numerically identical with the original ship on the basis that it contains a larger portion of the original parts. However, if we identify the particulars as being the constituent parts of identity, we are incapable of understanding how one ship can retain its identity regardless of the arrangement of its properties in different object-stages. Any change occurring is likely to change the identity of the object.[footnoteRef:9] For that reason, whilst bodily continuity allows us to gain insight into the nature of a particular due to its spatiotemporal location, the question of the nature of the properties themselves and their connection to the particulars in question remains. If the properties are part of the object, then we have grounds to believe that particulars possess identity on the basis, that we can ascertain certain facts about the identity of a particular from its properties. This would then leave us with a different problem, namely, an enquiry into how one discriminates between different objects possessing the same properties and if so how properties can exist simultaneously. [7:  David Morgans 2012, Identity, persistence, and the ship of Theseus, PowerPoint presentation, Lampeter University, Lampeter.]  [8:  Michael J. Loux, Universals and particulars Readings in ontologies, Anchor Books Doubleday & Company Inc. Garden City, New York, pp.189-203.]  [9:  This is a problem because identity is meant to be a persistent aspect of particulars despite change.] 

There are two opposing views in this debate. In the platonic view, properties are conceived as universals that are instantiated by particulars in the world.[footnoteRef:10] Naturally, the problem with this view is that if a particular instantiates a property we still need to find the instantiation of that instantiation. The problem with this is that enquiring into that instantiation would require the instantiation to be non-contingent or we would be led into an infinite regress of instantiation, which would not lead us to an original cause. [footnoteRef:11]  The nominalist view then, argues that the properties are not part of the particulars or rather that our ability to identify things in the world is underpinned by our ability to categorise them through predicates.[footnoteRef:12] In that way nominalists would argue that for example the instantiation of a particular such as the colour green in a leaf is really just a sequence of bio-chemical events in relation the leaf that we predicate, in order to enquire about its identity.[footnoteRef:13] The difficulty that nominalism faces is that it fails to give sufficient explanation between the properties of a particular and the particular itself. For example, we can make a distinction between accidental and essential properties of a particular but we fail to see their relationship to the particulars themselves, whether they are possessed or instantiated, or how one particular can contain different yet non-congruent essential properties.  [10: Michael Jubien, Contemporary Metaphysics An introduction, Blackwell Publishers 1997, pp.36-37. ]  [11:  David Morgans 2015, Universals and Particulars 2015 1 version, PowerPoint presentation, Lampeter University, Lampeter, Slide 13.]  [12:  Michael J. Loux, Universals and particulars Readings in ontologies, Anchor Books Doubleday & Company Inc. Garden City, New York, pp.189-203.]  [13:  Ibid.] 

Essential properties are the ones that constitute a particular, as for example a human, has the essential properties of a body; accidental properties only bear a relationship to the particular by the nature of their essential properties. A vertebrae for example, is accidental to the essential characteristic of a body, an essential characteristic of being human.[footnoteRef:14] Naturally defenders of this view understand that the particulars do not possess these properties, due to the fact that uncharacterised particulars cannot be the subject of predication as there is no substance behind it. One reason for this is the way we use language to describe objects. We would not say that a human possesses ‘humanness’ due to the fact that a particular that is uncharacterised is incapable of being the subject of predicates.[footnoteRef:15] Nominalists see properties then as being a means to identify particulars through language however as this does not tell us anything about particulars, only our own language, we are forced to question the relationship between the particular and its properties, if not one of possession.[footnoteRef:16]  [14:  Ibid.]  [15:  Ibid.]  [16:  Ibid.] 

The strength of this view is that it provides insight into how we can attain knowledge of a particular without knowing all of its properties. By calling it a thing of a kind we are capable of understanding it to have certain properties that fit within that category; secondly we can see how objects can undergo change whilst retaining numerical identity.[footnoteRef:17] In the example of Theseus’s ship, we can see how if we describe the ship as having the essential qualities that make it what it is (a wooden, people carrier, travelling from point A to point B), the constituent parts that are replaced do not hinder its identity even if we cannot ascertain a strong level of continuity, as they are accidental to the ship’s constitution and purpose. This approach provides no explanation of what essential and accidental properties are in some cases. One such example is a trapeze artist that is a bachelor. To be a bachelor the trapeze artist must be unmarried but to be a trapeze artist the artist needs two hands. Neither of these essential characteristics are essential for each other (a bachelor does not need two hands for example) and in this way we are incapable of defining the essential and accidental characteristics of this artist.[footnoteRef:18] [17:  Ibid.]  [18:  Ibid.] 

One possible retort is that the characteristics that make the bachelor trapeze artist what they are, are not two hands or being unmarried but those that are essential to the being itself, namely being a human. This is because the properties that are essential to both being a trapeze artist and a bachelor/bachelorette are being human. [footnoteRef:19] Leaving that aside, (since even if this was the case we do not know what makes a single particular distinct from another, even if it had such essential properties that encompass multiple roles within a particular) the approach to characterised particulars does not explain what the relationship between these essential properties and the particular are if not one of possession.[footnoteRef:20] If the relationship is not one of possession then how can we attain knowledge about the identity of a particular as something distinct from another and where do these properties come from?  [19:  Ibid.]  [20:  Ibid.] 

 Platonists argue that properties and propositions exist independently of the predicates and sentences we use, that is to say that the propositions that we make through sentences and the properties that we predicate exist independently of their instances. For Platonists then, the world is divided into two realms, the spatiotemporal and the non-spatiotemporal, in such a way that what we perceive as the greenness of a leaf, instantiated in the leaf but existing independently of any particular leaf.[footnoteRef:21] This is because on a grammatical level, they would argue the predicates and sentences we use about a particular, in an attempt to characterise instantiated properties, to be constituents of abstract entities (the real form of that property or proposition) that through the virtue of the language structure are considered to be true if it fits with what we know of the world.[footnoteRef:22] That is, that the predicates and sentences are only logically possible due to the underlying propositions and properties that are instantiated in any particular sentence or object. In this way, for a particular to possess identity is for it to be a cluster of instantiated characteristics instantiated in reality. [21:  Michael Jubien, Contemporary Metaphysics An introduction, Blackwell Publishers 1997, pp.29-31.]  [22:  Ibid. pp.29-31.] 

Platonists argue that within a sentence, there are property tokens: the sounds and structure that make up a sentence, the words we use, have intention that gives them coherency and thus the words that we use are only tokens of the real abstract entity.[footnoteRef:23] The sentence ‘the cat is black’ has tokens, namely ‘cat’ and ‘black’. This token is an instantiation of ‘blackness’, the real abstract entity. In this way there can be many black cats yet only one abstract of cat and one of black that are instantiated in a particular cat that is black. In this way it is not the sentence that points to a particular but the token that it expresses.[footnoteRef:24] The strength of this view in discerning whether particulars possess properties is that it allows us to understand the properties of a particular regardless of the expressions we clothe them in. I can for example say that snow is white in two different languages, using different words and still express the same thing as both sentences are tokens of the properties ‘snow‘ and ‘white’.[footnoteRef:25] The problem with this view is that it gives no way of knowing a thing as being distinct. I can talk about the properties of a particular but that does not tell me about how a particular is different from another of its kind. Ultimately neither nominalism nor Platonism alone seem to provide a means to understand whether particulars actually possess the properties that we predicate. Platonism focuses on an abstract form of the properties but gives us no way to know properties without the particulars instantiating; nominalism explains how concepts match perceptions and how our identification is based upon categorising particulars by their properties, but if those properties do not belong to the particular, then where do they reside? It would be impossible to discern one particular from another without an understanding of the nature of the properties that compose different particulars. In the same way the concepts we have of a particular’s properties would be useless unless we had a means to tell them apart. [23:  Ibid. pp.42-43]  [24:  Ibid. pp.60-61]  [25:  Ibid. pp.42-43] 

This naturally leads one to question whether it is possible to acquire knowledge of the relationship between particulars and properties without epistemological enquiry. Metaphysic enquiry that looks for the ‘basic’ structure. It focuses on whether a property belongs in the ‘ultimate structure of the world’. Can we know about them without justification, as they are? Epistemological knowledge, in regards to ‘basicness’ looks for the justification we have for our beliefs.[footnoteRef:26] I would argue that to enquire into the nature of particulars in relation to their properties that perception is of paramount importance. Steiner in his ‘philosophy of freedom’ approaches what he describes as ‘monism of thought’. Steiner argues that thinking is ‘beyond subject and object’ as subjects refer to themselves as subjects because of thinking and not the other way as it is responsible for the production of concepts.[footnoteRef:27] From this perspective, it is thinking that links our individual perceptions with concepts that match the world.[footnoteRef:28] To show this, Steiner illustrates the process of perception by showing the difference between concepts and what he calls percepts. A percept is the object of observation, the content that appears to our consciousness.[footnoteRef:29] In this way Steiner’s means of answering the question of possession of particulars is answered from two sides. Firstly in regards to the human organisation, Steiner notes that only a limited part of the universe can be given to us at one time. If this was not the case we would not be able to create distinctions between ourselves and the world as all occurrences would pass continuously from one to another for us. There would be no means to discern occurrences or their properties as the stream of events would have no loss of continuity and there would be nothing separate to compare it to.[footnoteRef:30]  [26:  Eli Hirsch, The concept of identity, Oxford University Press 1982, pp.182-183.]  [27:  Rudolf Steiner, The philosophy of Freedom (the philosophy of spiritual activity) The basis for a modern world conception, some results of introspective observation following the methods of Natural Science, Seventh English edition, Rudolf Steiner Press London, pp.pp.42-43, 229-230]  [28:  Ibid. pp.68-69.]  [29:  Ibid. pp.44-45.]  [30:  Ibid.] 

In this way the important part is not what is possessed by a particular as it is already in possession of every possible quality, but rather how is it that we are capable of knowing anything about it in relation to other particulars. This, he argues, happens through perception and thinking.[footnoteRef:31] One example given is a stone being thrown. If we analyse that stone and the way that it is travelling through the air we might find that it is travelling according to the laws that create what we understand as a parabola. In this way we would not see the concept parabola being a property of the stone to be distinct from the stone itself. The parabola is the result of the way in which the stone was thrown and is part of the world phenomena as much as anything else. The point is that we can only match the concept parabola with the percept of a stone being thrown, through the activity of thinking.[footnoteRef:32] Therefore, from this point of view concepts are singular. Steiner gives an example of a triangle: it does not matter how one achieves an understanding of it, and the concept will be the same in A and B’s consciousness alike.[footnoteRef:33] This is because the properties that make a triangle the way it is, make it objective to our perception of triangles as shapes with three angles. We can imagine different triangles but they will have three angles. We can question then, whether all concepts are really singular. As shown above context tends to define the meaning of a word, however concepts are described through words so in this way we could say that concepts are what we really mean by properties and that we attach them to something is a virtue of thinking and identifying.  [31:  Ibid. pp66-67.]  [32:  Ibid]  [33:  Ibid. pp66-67.] 

Lastly, I will question whether a particular exists at all. We assume a particular to be distinguishable and knowable in such a way that we can identify its properties in accordance with things of a certain kind or things that are different from it, and how continuous it is in time. What I wish to propose, is that we can only speak of particulars in as far as we have other particulars to relate them to. Let us say that A is a fractal. A fractal is composed of parts that are identical to the whole in such a way that we can say:
A’s properties are identical with A as a particular.
In this way we identify A as a particular even though its properties are identical to it. However we are only able to do this if we have something else to compare it to, namely:
A is not B IFF A Is distinct from B in every respect
If A has nothing to be compared to, if A is a totality, then we can only compare it to itself, this the law of identity: 
For all A, A is identical with A
Since we can only compare A with its properties and properties are only identified in particulars we have to question whether:
A: A is a property of itself which is a property of itself…..
B: A is particular that can be compared to ‘not A’
The first option leads to infinite regress and the second option only leads to re-affirmation of A as A is compared to ‘not A’ only means that there is A.  So we know that there is A, and we know that A cannot be compared to anything that is not. Since we cannot compare it to other particulars (assuming A as the totality of all things) and as A as a particular is identical with its properties, we have more reason to argue that A is a substance than a particular as a particular assumes an underlying substance consisting of properties. The real problem then is asking what kind of substance A is. In doing this all we can really assert is that A contains all properties, therefore A is a substance made of infinite properties that can be particularised through thinking. In this way we are making a distinction between the properties that we behold the particulars they are expressed in and the underlying substance which we shall call ‘Aness’. 
To conclude then, I would argue that it is reasonable to believe from this point of view that the properties that are contained in particulars are possessed by them as they cannot be anywhere else but in the things themselves. As there is nothing to compare the total substance to, it is fair to assume that the properties expressed in particulars are real, as they are part of the same substance; to deny their properties is to deny their existence. This is because our thinking is capable of discerning the properties of seemingly separate particulars in the world so that we may know them individually. Through recognition and separation, we acquire concepts that we are capable of verifying. The content of our perceptions happens through sensations, by arranging that content with our thinking, we attach concepts that are valid and just to the thing that we are enquiring about. By doing so however, we are limiting the ‘particular’ from the totality from which it is borne in. Consequentially, whilst we learn more about the properties of a ‘particular’ in distinction to others by enquiring about their properties over time and comparing them to other particulars of the kind or of a different kind. That we achieve a true knowledge of indescernibles then, is dependent on our ability to use our thinking in a way that the concepts that we have about the world are matching with reality. Finally, I will add that we can see this when we imagine. If I imagine the concept of unicorn, I am imagining two separate concepts that match ‘particulars’, namely a horse and a horn. I may find no unicorns in the world, yet I can create a concept that matches nothing in the world. What this shows us is that if our concepts are, so to speak, true. If the properties are part of the ‘particulars’ we will find them in the world. If we are incapable, then we understand these to be an idea. Lastly, we have to ask the role of our perception in the phenomena of world events. If I see a rainbow, I know this rainbow does not possess the qualities of colour and spatiotemporal location. I know that these are created by my perception and the rain droplets in cloud and that the synthesis creates the appearance of a rainbow. Is the rainbow a particular or a property? If we look in the totality of the world without concepts, we are likely to say everything is a property of something else. But when we isolate single things we have a reason to name them particulars since they are distinct from other objects in regards to quality and quantity. In this way, we are forced to realise the role of perception in identifying the state of possession of properties by so called particulars. [footnoteRef:34] [34:  I sought to do this last section as a means to express my own thinking about these issues in hope of feedback.] 
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