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Quidditism  

 

Introduction.  Having mass disposes objects to resist acceleration; having positive charge disposes objects to 

repel other objects with positive charge.  In general, properties realize certain roles in the workings of nature.  

What is the relationship between these roles and the properties that realize them?  According to ‘quidditism’, 

the roles are contingently realized by the properties that in fact realize them—that is, one and the same role 

might have been realized by some other property.  I defend quidditism against the leading alternative: 

dispositionalism.  According to dispositionalists, all it is to have mass is to be disposed to resist acceleration, 

to curve spacetime, etc.  Hence, necessarily, any object with these dispositions has mass, and so the role 

actually realized by mass is necessarily realized by mass.  Dispositionalists often charge quidditism with 

unacceptable consequences—epiphenomenal and unknowable “quiddities” or “inner natures” of properties.  I 

respond to these charges on behalf of quidditism. 

In Defense of Quidditism.  I begin by arguing that dispositionalism is untenable.  After showing that several 

standard arguments against dispositionalism are unsuccessful, I defend an argument suggested by Denis 

Robinson.  According to Robinson, it is possible to have properties with roles that are indistinguishable save 

by reference to the very properties in question.  If such a case is possible, then properties cannot be 

individuated solely by their nomological roles and hence dispositionalism is false.  I proceed to show that 

quidditism can be had without quiddities, and thus can be had without epiphenomenalism.  The arguments 

to the contrary proceed either from a misconception of what quidditism is, or they rely on an implicit (and 

false) assumption to the effect that quidditism implies that there is something “over and above” nomological 

roles in virtue of which properties are individuated. 

Quiddistic Skepticism vs Traditional Skepticism.  I turn next to an examination of quidditism’s epistemic 

implications.  Here I develop and defend an argument from a soon to be published paper by the late David 

Lewis.  Following Lewis, I argue that quidditism implies that we will never know which properties realize at 

least some of the nomological  roles.  At the core of my case is an argument against Jonathan Schaffer’s 

contention that quidditist skepticism is merely a species of traditional (brain-in-a-vat) skepticism and can 

thus be refuted as such.  I agree with Schaffer that at one level quiddistic skepticism looks very much like 

traditional skepticism: in both cases we have incompatible hypotheses, each of which is consistent with our 

evidence.  I argue, however, that quidditist skepticism has a certain feature that traditional skepticism lacks 

and which allows it to survive the standard responses to traditional skepticism: in the case of quidditistic 

skepticism, the hypotheses under consideration can be distinguished only through the use of “blind” reference-

fixing (such as when we let ‘Julius’ refer to the inventor of the zipper whoever he may be). 

Quiddistic Knowledge is Useless Knowledge.  Finally, I argue that the kind of skepticism implied by 

quidditism has, unlike traditional skepticism, no practical implications.  Despite some views to the contrary, 

it really does matter whether you are justified in believing that the faces you see around you are other people, 

rather than mere images in an envatted brain.  Being justified in such beliefs is, in part, why you are justified 

in performing certain actions—for example, helping out what appears to be a friend in need.  Quidditist 

knowledge is not like this.  Knowing which properties realize the various nomological roles is in principle 

irrelevant to any decision problem we will ever face.  Interestingly, the reason for this is exactly the reason 

that quiddistic skepticism survives the standard responses to traditional skepticism.  Because the various 

hypotheses can be distinguished only via blind reference-fixing, it follows that even if we could know the 

truth about which properties realize the various nomological roles, we would know it only under a guise that 

rendered that knowledge useless. 

 


