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Background

1. Aristotelian Essences:  internal Forms, the sources of gravity, fire etc., giving stability during change.

2. Laws of Nature:  a medieval concept, built on God’s decrees; accepted by Descartes and Newton.

3. Humean Regularities:  lacking divine command, he falls back on the epistemology of empiricism.

4. Darwinian species:  Aristotle is undermined when we learn that a species lacks a stable essence.

5. Passive world:  non-religious science inherits the vision of nature as passive, and the laws as active.

6. Imagined worlds:  it is assumed that any world which can be imagined is ‘logically’ possible.

Some Intuitions

7. Realism: chemistry seems right; cats are behind furniture; the speculation of realism is best explanation.

8. Secondary qualities: qualia are not in objects, so secondary qualities are not properties at all.

9. Causation:  Hume explains causation as regularity, but we experience it as a power, and it can be singular.

10. Zombies:  speculations about the mind are based on zombies, but they seem logically impossible.

11. Cancer and smoking:  we have observed the regularity, but we really want the mechanism.

12. Bonfire on the moon:  we can only imagine this if we don’t really understand it.

13. Miracles:  these are incoherent, once one thinks about the details of what is claimed.

14. Functionalism:  explaining the mind as functions leaves the question why brains function that way.

15. Natural sets:  while people in a room can be categorised arbitrarily, male and female are not arbitrary.

16. Induction:  we pretend extensive inductions are contingent, but we know in our bones they are necessary.

17. Human nature:  existentialists, libertarians and social determinists can’t re-create human nature.

Groundwork

18. Levels:  it must be seen as crucial to keep semantics and epistemology very distinct from ontology.

19. Kripkean identities: natural kinds are ‘baptised’, and have necessary identity across possible worlds.

20. A posteriori necessity:  necessities (e.g. Hesperus = Phosphorus) can be discovered empirically.

21. Necessary properties:  God doesn’t create things on Wednesday, then add their properties on Thursday.

22. Water:  (Putnam) the concept of ‘water’ is the essence of the stuff (H2O), not its appearance or description.

23. Possibility:  imagination ceases to be a good guide to what is possible.; possibilities are limited.

24. Powers:  Shoemaker says causation is not relations between events, but actions of powers;  so a property is a capacity to contribute to such actions, which is a disposition.  Properties are not just for classification.

Essentialism

25. Essences:  essences come in hierarchies: basic fixed essences (electrons); individual as well as kind essences; clusters of fairly stable essences (animals); real essences (intrinsic nature) as well as nominal essences (basis for identification), natural kinds (gold, water).

26. Necessary laws:  natural laws are necessary, given the existence of certain natural kinds.

27. Properties:  properties aren’t optional, so there can’t be light gold, insoluble salt, non-attracting magnets.

28. Other worlds:  there could be very different universes, but only if they contained different stuff.

29. Science:  science will not merely describe regularities, but explore mechanisms and reveal possibilities.

30. Modalities:  necessity and possibility cannot be eliminated from our descriptions of reality (pace Lewis).

Intuitions explained

31. The bonfire on the moon was imagining appearances, and ignoring the underlying essence.

32. Mental functions are much less mysterious, because all matter has active powers, such as agency.

33. Primary qualities are close to the essences of things, and secondary qualities are remote from them.

34. Psycho-physical connections are too complex for regularities, but will have underlying essential laws.

35. Induction reveals necessity at the point where the regularity is seen to result from the essence.

36. Distinctions such as Locke’s man/person are undermined by impossible examples (Heliogabalus).

37. The self-evident ‘excellence’ of some human beings is explained by fulfilling their essential nature (virtue).

38. The division of the world into kinds and sets is not conventional, but is the result of scientific investigation.

39. Zombies are metaphysically impossible because they are naturally impossible.

Problems

40. Epistemology:  potentials must be observed as actions, so the theory is not founded on direct observation.

41. Ontology:  essentialist ontology will contain potentials as well as particulars, because active powers exist.

42. Too many kinds:  there are 21 isotopes of tin, each of which will be a natural kind.

43. Necessary laws:  the necessity of natural laws may seem counterintuitive.

Slightly revised version.  The talk is based on the book ‘The Philosophy of Nature’ by Brian Ellis [Acumen Books]

