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ABSTRACT: A modus tollens against zero-dimensional material objects is presented from the premises (i) that if 
there are zero-dimensional material objects then there are bare particulars, and (ii) that there are no bare 
particulars. The argument for the first premise proceeds by elimination. First, bare particular theory and bundle 
theory are motivated as the most appealing theories of property exemplification. It is then argued that the bundle 
theorist’s Ockhamism ought to lead her to reject spatiotemporally located zero-dimensional property instances. 
Finally, it is argued that since she must accept such instances if she accepts zero-dimensional material object 
bundles, she ought to avoid the latter. This leaves bare particular theory as the default view of zero-dimensional 
material objects. The argument for the second premise invokes the thesis that the exemplification of at least one 
sparse property is a prerequisite for the existence of any particular. It is argued from Humean considerations that 
bare particulars fail this prerequisite. 
 

1. Introduction 

Material objects are concrete items that may bear multiple intrinsic features like charge and 

mass.1 Examples include estuaries, elephants, éclairs, and electrons. Concrete spacetime points, 

if there are any such entities, are zero-dimensional: they have zero extension in every dimension. 

Might material objects, like points, be zero-dimensional? Many philosophers accept this 

possibility. For example, David Lewis (1986) maintains that sparse2 properties need nothing 

more than a point at which to be exemplified; David Armstrong (1989) allows that atomic states 

of affairs may involve point-sized individuals and point-sized instances of universals; Ted Sider 

(2006) argues that points are either the fundamental bearers of fundamental properties or the 

containers of such bearers; and Jonathan Schaffer (2009) contends that points exemplify point-

values of sparse properties, even if for him the points themselves are not fundamental. Indeed, 

some philosophers take seriously the suggestion that ordinary dry goods and even human bodies 
                                                
1 An object is concrete just in case it bears spatiotemporal relations. 
2 I have in mind the notion of sparseness advanced by Lewis (1983, 1986), according to which a property is sparse if 
it is needed in order to completely characterize the world without redundancy. Sparse properties “carve at the 
joints,” ground resemblance, and have a place in the minimal supervenience base.  
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are zero-dimensional (Hudson 2005). Pace this impressive group of theorists, I will defend the 

following argument that material objects cannot possibly be zero-dimensional. 

 

The Main Argument: 

1. Necessarily, if there are zero-dimensional material objects then there are bare particulars. 

2. Necessarily, there are no bare particulars; therefore: 

3. Necessarily, there are no zero-dimensional material objects. 

 

This modus tollens has direct bearing not only upon the ontology of zero-dimensional 

objects but also upon the metaphysics of property exemplification, for premise 2 contravenes 

bare particular theory. Moreover, there is an important mereological consequence of rejecting 

zero-dimensional material objects, namely, that if one also rejects extended simples then one is 

committed to material gunk.3 The modal strength of one’s consequent commitment to gunk turns 

on the strength of one’s rejection of extended simples. If one holds that extended simples are 

impossible, then one will be committed to the very strong view that material objects are 

necessarily gunky, for one will have denied the possibility of material simples whether extended 

or not. If one holds only the more modest view that there are some possible material objects that 

lack extended simple parts, then one will be committed only to the possibility of gunky material 

objects. And, of course, if one holds the view that there are actual material objects that lack 

extended simple parts, then one will be committed to actual material gunk. 

                                                
3 An object is composed of gunk just in case all its parts have proper parts (Lewis 1991). 
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In the next section, I set the stage for premises 1 and 2 of the Main Argument by giving 

some background on the metaphysics of property exemplification. Section 3 then presents my 

argument for premise 1 and section 4 my argument for premise 2. The argument for premise 1 

proceeds by elimination. I first argue that bare particular theory and bundle theory are the most 

attractive theories of property exemplification for material objects. I then argue that bundle 

theory, given its core Ockhamist motivation, ought to reject zero-dimensional material objects. 

The thought is that instead of accepting concrete zero-dimensional property instances, the bundle 

theorist can account for the characters associated with point locations by recourse to ordered 

pairs of points (at worlds) and appropriately related extended property instances. Having thus 

done away with the concrete property instances that correspond to zero-dimensional material 

object bundles, she can resist commitment to zero-dimensional material objects without 

theoretical loss. That she ought to do so is secured by her antecedent commitment to Ockham’s 

razor in arguing for bundle theory. Bare particular theory is then left as the only suitable 

ontology of zero-dimensional material objects.  

The argument for premise 2 turns on the claims (i) that no particular is such that it might 

have existed even if no sparse properties were exemplified and (ii) that bare particular theory 

violates (i). The argument for (ii) trades on the Humean thesis that distinct fundamental kinds 

such as bare particulars and universals are open to free modal recombination. I defend (i) and (ii) 

against counterarguments from Armstrong (1989), Moreland and Pickavance (2003), and Sider 

(2006). 
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2. Property Exemplification 

The realist about property exemplification holds that material objects exemplify intrinsic 

properties. There are four principal realist theories corresponding to two cross-cutting debates, 

universals vs. tropes and bare particulars vs. bundles.4 Universals are repeatable features of 

particulars. If your shirt and my shirt resemble exactly with respect to color and if properties are 

universals, then there is just one item—a blueness universal—that is directly responsible for the 

resemblance. Transcendent universals (sometimes called ‘Platonic’) differ from immanent 

universals (sometimes called ‘Aristotelian’) primarily in that only the latter are located in 

spacetime.  

Tropes, in contrast to universals, are particular, non-repeatable features. If property 

exemplification involves tropes then at least two items—your shirt’s blueness trope and my 

shirt’s blueness trope—are directly responsible for the resemblance in color between our shirts. 

The trope theorist holds that properties like blueness are primitive resemblance classes of tropes 

and that tropes are concrete.5 

It is important to be clear about the distinction between tropes and instances of immanent 

universals, for the two frequently are conflated. There is one sense of ‘instance’ according to 

which immanent universal instances just are the material objects that exemplify the universals. 

This is neither the sense that I will employ nor the sense that typically leads to confusion with 

tropes. As I will understand ‘property instance’, not only do my shirt and your shirt have distinct 

instances of blueness, but my shirt’s blueness instance is distinct from my shirt’s softness 
                                                
4 There are, of course, other debates in the metaphysics of properties, for example, the dispositional/categorical 
debate. However, my concern is with debates over what properties in general are, not with debates over sub-species 
of properties. 
5 Reference to tropes as ‘abstract particulars’ (Campbell 1990) derives from the sense of ‘abstract’ that involves 
mentally separating one item from another, not the sense that opposes concreteness. 
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instance. I take the existence of property instances so understood as a pre-theoretical datum for 

which any realist about property exemplification must account.6 This neutral sense of ‘instance’ 

is the one that leads some to conflate tropes and immanent universal instances. But to make this 

conflation is to do immanent universal realism a grave disservice. If the existence of property 

instances is indeed a pre-theoretical datum and if property instances are tropes, then tropes exist. 

Yet if tropes exist then properties are classes of tropes, which contravenes immanent universal 

realism. Better to use ‘property instance’ in the neutral sense and to allow that there are instances 

of immanent universals in this sense. How the immanent universal realist wishes to individuate 

immanent universal instances is an open issue (among immanent universal bundle theorists in 

particular), but it seems clear that spatiotemporal location will play an important role. 

According to bare particular theory (sometimes called ‘substance/attribute’ or 

‘substratum’ theory), property exemplification involves two different kinds of entities at the 

fundamental level, properties and non-qualitative or ‘bare’ particulars.7 On a first approximation 

of this view, material object a exemplifies property F just in case a special primitive relation, 

instantiation, obtains between a, a (bare) particular, and F, a universal. There are three ways in 

which this characterization is merely approximate. First, most bare particular theorists hold that 

single bare particulars suffice to underwrite exemplification for fundamental objects only. 

Exemplification facts about my car, for example, involve not one but a great many bare 

particulars. Second, bare particular theorists disagree among themselves about whether 

exemplification or rather some more abstract ‘tying’ relation (Moreland and Pickavance 2003) 

                                                
6 This is not to say that the realist must understand property instances as fundamental. 
7 Defenders of bare particular theory include Allaire (1963), Bergmann (1967), Armstrong (1978, 1989, 1997, 
2004), Martin (1980), Moreland and Pickavance (2003), and Sider (2006). 
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obtains between bare particulars and properties. Finally, not all bare particular theorists treat 

properties as universals, though those who do not are exceptions (Martin 1980).  

Notice, then, that bare particulars bear at least some minimal tie to properties despite 

being called ‘bare’. The sense in which bare particulars deserve to be called ‘bare’ is not always 

made clear. I propose two related senses. First, bare particulars—unlike the particulars of the 

trope theorist or the nominalist—are not responsible for their own character, if they have any at 

all; they do no characterizing. Second, bare particulars are supposed to be “what is left” when we 

mentally abstract away all of a material object’s properties, where to ‘abstract x away from y’ is 

to consider y in the absence of x. If anything corresponds to our conception in such a case, it is 

bare. Some bare particular theorists introduce bare particulars via a mereological sense of 

‘abstracting away’ (Sider 2006). On this mereological sense, bare particulars still instantiate 

properties even when the properties are ‘abstracted away’, for instantiation is not mereological. 

But this is merely a terminological glitch. The fact remains, even for Sider, that we can consider 

bare particulars without attributing to them any property instantiations. When we do, we are 

considering bare particulars in accord with the second of my proposed senses of ‘bare’. 

Following Sider, one might call bare particulars so considered ‘truly bare’ particulars.8 

According to bundle theory, property exemplification involves only one kind of 

fundamental entity, properties, whether understood in terms of universals or tropes. Material 

object a exemplifies property F just in case a either just is or is such that its existence is 

derivative upon either (i) a ‘bundle’ of universals, one of which just is F, or (ii) a ‘bundle’ of 

                                                
8 Some readers will be familiar with a further terminological distinction for bare particulars: the ‘thin’/’thick’ 
distinction. I prefer to set this distinction aside because of its vast potential for confusion in the wake of the variety 
of ways that it has been employed by different theorists. I refer the curious reader to (Armstrong 1989), (Robinson 
2004), and (Sider 2006) for a sampling of the variety. 
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tropes, one of which is a member of F. Typically, bundles are constructed via compresence, a 

primitive relation on either universals or tropes, respectively.9 Whether or not the object in 

question is best thought of as numerically identical to the bundle in question is a matter of some 

controversy (Hawthorne and Sider 2002), but it will not hinder the arguments to be given here if 

we assume numerical identity for simplicity. Notice that bundle theory so understood fits the 

criteria for being a realist theory of exemplification since it posits a relationship (bundle-

membership) that connects objects and intrinsic properties, even though it does not take objects 

to be fundamental.  

As I will understand immanent universal bundle theory, there is an important link 

between the existence of immanent universal bundles and the existence of immanent universal 

instances. In short, if there are bundles then there are instances. When blueness became bundled 

as it did when your shirt was produced at the clothing factory, the instance of blueness relevant 

to your shirt could not but be present. Notice that this claim is noncommittal as to how exactly 

bundling and instance individuation relate. It may be that bundling yields instances; it may be 

that instances are, in an important sense, members of bundles along with the universals 

themselves. (As an analogy to this last suggestion, consider that when the San Francisco Giants 

play in the World Series, both San Francisco and California are represented as participants. Just 

as California’s involvement does not rule out San Francisco’s involvement, so the inclusion of 

the immanent universal blueness in the bundle does not rule out the inclusion of the instance of 

blueness in the bundle.) Still another possibility is that your shirt is importantly related to two 

                                                
9 For a defense of bundle theory, see (Campbell 1990). For alternatives to primitive compresence bundling, see 
(Simons 1994), (Denkel 2000), (Schaffer 2001), and (Paul 2002).  
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distinct kinds of entities: a universal bundle and a bundle instance.10 But we digress. The details 

of immanent universal bundle theory need not be decided for the purposes of the Main 

Argument, so long as it is agreed that there can be no bundles of immanent universals unless 

there are corresponding instances of immanent universals, in the neutral sense of ‘instance’ 

explained above.  

Let us move on to theories of property exemplification that do not fit the realist mold. 

Among these are (i) “ostrich” nominalism (Quine 1980, Devitt 1980), the view that the 

underwriting ontology of true utterances of arbitrary predicative claim ‘a is F’—where ‘a’ 

purports to designate a material object—involves a alone, not any universals or tropes; (ii) 

resemblance nominalism (Rodriguez-Pereyra 2002), the view that for arbitrary a to exemplify F 

is for a to resemble a certain class of objects appropriately; (iii) ontological structuralism, which 

comes in various forms (Ladyman 2007, Maudlin 2007), the common feature among which is 

that the world fundamentally exemplifies global relational structures and that individual objects, 

if they exist at all, are merely derivative upon patterns in the global structure; and finally, (iv) 

ontological nihilism (Hawthorne and Cortens 1995), the view that there are no individual 

propertied objects, only located properties. Most proponents of each of the latter two views 

consider the realist’s search for the exemplification relation between material object a and 

intrinsic property F to be misguided, preferring instead to paraphrase away talk of objects by 

recourse to patterns in fundamental relational structures or quality locations.11 

                                                
10 See Rodriguez-Pereyra (2004). 
11 Their proponents do not always make clear whether these theories reject objects full stop or only at the 
fundamental level. In the latter case, it is not always clear in what ways the theories in question differ from bundle 
theory. I mention these subtleties only to set them aside. 
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This survey of the metaphysics of property exemplification for material objects is neither 

exhaustive nor entirely uncontroversial, but it will suffice for present purposes.12 It is intended 

merely to depict the landscape well enough to be able to work within it when arguing for 

premises 1 and 2 of the Main Argument in the following two sections.  

 

3. Argument for Premise 1 

In this section, I argue that the existence of zero-dimensional material objects entails the 

existence of bare particulars. The argument deploys three controversial premises.  

 

Argument for Premise 1 of the Main Argument 

1.1 Necessarily, either bundle theory or bare particular theory is the correct theory of property 

exemplification for material objects. 

1.2  Necessarily, if bundle theory is true and if there are zero-dimensional material objects, then 

there are concrete zero-dimensional property instances. 

1.3 Necessarily, there are no concrete zero-dimensional property instances available to the 

bundle theorist, therefore:    

1.4 Necessarily, either bundle theory is not true or there are no zero-dimensional material 

objects. 

From 1.4 and 1.1 it follows that: 

                                                
12 Among the theories left out are various alternative forms of nominalism. In defense of their omission, I refer the 
reader to the arguments against them in (Armstrong 1978). Also omitted are neo-Aristotelian views of substance ala 
Michael Loux (1997). While such views do not fit neatly into either the bundle or bare particular families, their 
idiosyncrasies do not render them immune to the arguments in this paper. The neo-Aristotelian who favors zero-
dimensional material objects must still accept either bare particulars or concrete, zero-dimensional instances of 
universals. 
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1.5 Necessarily, if there are zero-dimensional material objects then there are bare 

particulars. 

 

The remainder of this section will be devoted to defending 1.1-1.3. 

According to 1.1, the existence of material objects necessarily requires the existence of 

either (a) bare particulars or (b) bundles of either (i) transcendent universals, (ii) immanent 

universals, or (iii) tropes. The major views opposing 1.1, then, are ostrich and resemblance 

nominalism, ontological structuralism, and ontological nihilism. Now, there are rather powerful 

(if less than knockdown) arguments against ostrich nominalism in the literature (Armstrong 

1978, 1989, and Rodriguez-Pereyra 2002); and resemblance nominalism carries what many 

would consider an unattractive commitment to Lewisian modal realism (in order to circumvent 

coextension worries, for example).13 However, I will not attempt to refute either form of 

nominalism here. In the end, to those who are steadfast ostrich or resemblance nominalists, I say 

only that the question as to the truth of nominalism is sufficiently open as not to have rendered 

the Main Argument otiose for relying on 1.1; the argument would still wield substantial force if 

resisting it required commitment to nominalism. As for structuralism and nihilism, the versions 

that are clearly distinct from bundle theory deny that there are any individual objects with 

intrinsic properties. Consequently, they a fortiori deny that there are zero-dimensional material 

                                                
13 Moreover, it is unclear to me whether Rodriguez-Pereyra’s resemblance nominalism is committed to bare 
particulars. The thought here is that, whatever the individuals are like that stand in the relevant primitive 
resemblance relations, it seems possible that at least one of them might have failed to stand in any non-trivial 
instance of resemblance. (The trivial instance that I have in mind is reflexive resemblance; but to whatever extent 
such a relation makes any sense in this case, it would amount to the property of being a bare particular.) But this is 
just to say that it is possible that one of them lacks any properties whatsoever, save for the trivial properties of being 
a particular, being an object, being self-identical, etc. If Rodriguez-Pereyra’s view is indeed committed to bare 
particulars, then it is not in tension with 1.1. 
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objects. As such, they are off limits to those who would seek to avoid the conclusion of the Main 

Argument by rejecting 1.1. If none of the considered alternatives holds at any possible world, 

and if no further alternatives are forthcoming, then it is necessary that either bare particular 

theory or bundle theory is the correct theory of zero-dimensional material objects. 

 To assess 1.2, let us return to the three above options for endorsing bundle theory. Option 

(b)/(i) (bundling transcendent universals) may be ruled out straightaway. Material objects stand 

in spatiotemporal relations. No exclusive collection of transcendent universals can stand in 

spatiotemporal relations since transcendent universals are not located in spacetime. (Notice that 

even a being located at region r transcendent universal is not itself located in spacetime.) To add 

or connect something that is not a transcendent universal (for example, a spacetime region) to 

some collection of transcendent universals in order to yield a bundle that (at least in part) does 

stand in spatiotemporal relations would be to abandon bundle theory, for universal bundle 

theorists hold that objects are bundled exclusively from universals. Material objects cannot be 

strictly exclusive bundles of transcendent universals. 

 Options (b)/(ii) and (b)/(iii) cannot be so easily dispensed with since both immanent 

universals and tropes stand in spatiotemporal relations. Nevertheless, both (b)/(ii) and (b)/(iii) 

accord with 1.2. Consider immanent universals first. If there were a zero-dimensional immanent 

universal bundle then there would be concrete zero-dimensional immanent universal instances, 

given any plausible way of understanding the link between bundles and instances discussed in 

the previous section. Parallel reasoning applies in the trope case. If there is a zero-dimensional 

bundle of tropes then there are zero-dimensional tropes. However, since tropes—unlike (most) 

immanent universals—may have proper spatial parts, there is room in logical space for a trope 
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bundle theory according to which some greater-than-zero-dimensional tropes get counted as 

members of some zero-dimensional bundle in virtue of some relation that obtains among certain 

of their zero-dimensional proper parts. However, even if the trope theorist allows that tropes 

might have proper spatial parts, she will not allow that they might have proper parts that are not 

themselves tropes, on pain of violating trope theory. After all, trope theorists typically motivate 

their view by trumpeting its economical, one-category ontology (Campbell 1990). So even if the 

trope theorist is willing to allow for tropes whose sizes outstrip that of their respective bundles, 

which would allow at the limit for zero-dimensional bundles that have greater-than-zero-

dimensional tropes as elements, she necessarily will do so by recourse to zero-dimensional 

tropes. 

 Premise 1.3 is that there are no concrete zero-dimensional property instances (whether 

understood as tropes or as instances of immanent universals) available to the bundle theorist. The 

gist of the argument for 1.3 is that the bundle theorist’s Ockhamist leanings—which are 

instrumental in arguing against bare particular theory—ought to compel her to reject concrete 

zero-dimensional property instances. The Ockhamism that I have in mind is captured in the 

following thesis: given a choice between two otherwise equally meritorious theories, one of 

which posits n kinds of entities and the other n-1 kinds of entities, we should prefer the latter to 

the former. The bundle theorist claims that, given the Ockhamist thesis, it is a mark in favor of 

bundle theory that it accounts for exemplification with only one kind of item, properties, instead 

of two, properties and bare particulars. (Notice that I have not said that the Ockhamist thesis is 

sound, merely that the bundle theorist endorses it.) The present thought with respect to 1.3, then, 

is that given a choice between two otherwise equally meritorious theories of exemplification, one 
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of which posits both extended and zero-dimensional concrete property instances and one of 

which posits only extended concrete property instances, the bundle theorist ought by parity of 

reasoning prefer the latter to the former. If this much is correct, then the bundle theorist has no 

way to accommodate concrete zero-dimensional bundles given the plausible link between 

bundles and concrete property instances, for the only property instances available to her will 

either not be concrete or not be zero-dimensional.  

What remains to be shown, then, is that there is a sufficiently meritorious bundle theory 

that does away with concrete zero-dimensional property instances. Toward that end, I suggest 

that zero-dimensional property instances be supplanted with ordered pairs consisting of pairs of 

points and worlds in the first slot and collections of extended property instances in the second. 

(The points in question may either be understood as abstract idealizations from extended 

concrete regions or as merely useful fictional entities, for if they are understood as concrete then 

they become dangerously close to being bare particulars. See (Sider 2006).) To make this 

proposal more precise, let ‘F’ name the property whose zero-dimensional instance is to be 

replaced, let ‘p’ name its point location at world w, and let ‘the G’s’ pick out the properties 

whose extended instances are contained in the second slot of the ordered pair. Using alphabetical 

subscripts to distinguish instances of properties and numeric subscripts to distinguish properties 

qualitatively, the ordered pair in question would be of the form  

 

Fa =supplanted by <<p, w>,  {G1a,…,Gna}> 
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The G’s will be those properties that are held by the best fundamental theory in which F figures 

at w as being law-like related to p in the relevant way, where relevance is determined by the 

causal role attributed to F by the theory in question.  

In short, all that is needed in order to describe the theoretical role of some point-sized 

property instance is information about certain extended happenings in the vicinity (which may be 

considerable) of the relevant point location. A property all of whose instances are zero-

dimensional at a given world could then be thought of as a function from points to extended 

property instances at that world. The (would-be) concrete zero-dimensional instances of such 

properties are supplanted by members of the graphs of such functions, that is, ordered pairs 

consisting of point/world pairs and the associated extended property instances. If this ordered 

pairs suggestion holds water, then the bundle theorist ought to be compelled by her antecedent 

commitment to Ockhamism to abandon concrete zero-dimensional property instances in its 

favor. This result is a problem for the bundle theorist, given 1.2.  

I anticipate the following objections to the argument just run for 1.3.  

Objection 1: What about the bundle theorist who antecedently is attracted to zero-dimensional 

material objects and zero-dimensional concrete property instances? She will deny that your 

suggested treatment is equally meritorious precisely because it rejects such entities.  

Response: Unless the theorist described presents some more direct reason for rejecting the 

ordered pairs proposal, she is flouting the Ockhamist thesis and thus undermining the chief 

argument for her view over bare particular theory. Her antecedent attraction to extra entities does 

not suffice to undercut the proposal at hand; she must show that her preferred entities are in some 

way indispensible or theoretically preferable. 
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Objection 2: Here is a reason to find concrete zero-dimensional property instances theoretically 

preferable to the suggested ordered pairs. There are possible worlds that contain just one point-

sized, multi-propertied concrete object, say, object a at point p with properties F and G. a’s F 

and G instances are zero-dimensional. But the ordered pairs suggestion has no way to account 

for this since it requires recourse to extended goings on, and yet the world in question, ex 

hypothesi, lacks anything extended. The proposed account cannot distinguish the relevant F 

instance from the relevant G instance. In both cases, the account yields <<p, w>, __ >, with 

nothing filling the second slot. 

Response: This objection begs the question by presupposing that the world described is 

metaphysically possible. Recall that the proponent of the ordered pairs account holds that points 

are mere idealized abstractions from extended items. She denies that there is any possible world 

containing a concrete point-sized entity. So positing such a possible world is not independent 

motivation for concrete property instances. However, it is worth discussing the aspect of the 

objection according to which the ordered pairs account cannot even distinguish between the 

idealized abstract conceptions of F and G instances in a zero-dimensional world, for the world 

discussed in the objection does seem to be conceptually possible even if not metaphysically 

possible. This aspect of the objection is mistaken. Extended property instances are not strictly 

required in order for the ordered pairs proposal to account for differences in intrinsic character 

across point-sized property idealizations at a given world. Intrinsic character is accounted for by 

membership in the graph of the function that the proposal identifies with the relevant properties, 

in this case F and G, respectively. So the account yields the very same ordered pair, namely 
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<<p, w>, __>, for the F instance and the G instance at issue. If w were a possible world, then this 

one ordered pair would be a member of both the F graph and the G graph. Its membership in the 

two graphs conceptually accounts for the idea that a single point location might involve multiple 

intrinsic characters even in the absence of extended property instances; but to presuppose that 

this idea corresponds to a metaphysical possibility is to beg the question against the proponent of 

the ordered pairs account. 

 

Objection 3: Why not favor a theory that does away with extended property instances and keeps 

only zero-dimensional ones? This seems the most ontologically economical view.  

Response: No such theory will be meritorious enough for its ontological economy to trump its 

deviation from pre-theoretic belief. We see extended property instances around us all the time. 

Indeed, the only way we can make sense of zero-dimensional property instances is in terms of 

extended ones; and even though it is consistent with this epistemic fact to hold that the strict 

ontology allows only zero-dimensional goings on, such a view is unduly strange. Moreover, it is 

dubious—quite independently of any epistemic considerations—that properties like length or 

mass, which seem to have extended instances, could be ontologically cashed solely in terms of 

zero-dimensional instances. Typical instances of mass do not seem to presuppose point-instances 

of mass.  

 

Objection 4: The argument alluded to for premise 2 of the Main Argument—which will be given 

in the next section—is itself evidence that the bundle theorist need not endorse the Ockhamist 

maxim. Rather, she might simply argue against bare particular theory directly. If the bundle 
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theorist can argue that there are no bare particulars without having to endorse Ockham’s razor, 

then she need not favor the ordered pairs account over realism about concrete zero-dimensional 

property instances, and the argument for 1.3 falls flat. 

Response: Even if this objection were sound, it would not render the Main Argument otiose. For 

it would still be a significant result if the bundle theorist were required to relinquish her 

Ockhamist arguments against bare particular theory in order for it to be plausible that zero-

dimensional material objects exist, just as it would be significant if one had to endorse 

nominalism in order to evade the Main Argument. Moreover, even if it were true that the bundle 

theorist need not endorse Ockham’s razor, many philosophers do endorse it; and those who do 

will still deny that the bundle theory can furnish a plausible account of exemplification for zero-

dimensional material objects, so long as they are not moved by some further objection to the 

argument for premise 1.  

 

If 1.3 holds up to these objections then, barring more forceful, unforeseen objections, there is no 

way for an ontology of zero-dimensional material objects to be cashed as a bundle theory. 1.2 

says that such objects require concrete zero-dimensional property instances. But no such 

instances are available if the ordered pairs proposal is sound since, as noted, the ordered pairs 

will either be understood as abstract or as being greater than zero-dimensional. Given 1.1, then, 

the default view is that zero-dimensional material objects exist only if bare particulars exist.  
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4. Argument for Premise 2 

The argument for premise 2 turns on the claim that in order for any particular to exist, at least 

one sparse property must be exemplified. While some bare particular theorists explicitly endorse 

this claim (Moreland and Pickavance 2003), I will argue that it is in tension with bare particular 

theory. The argument for premise 2, like the main argument, is a modus tollens.   

 

Argument for Premise 2 of the Main Argument 

2.1 Necessarily, if there are bare particulars then they might have existed without any 

      sparse properties having been exemplified. 

2.2 Necessarily, there is no particular x such that x exists even though no sparse property 

      is exemplified.  

2.3 Necessarily, there are no bare particulars. 

  

The argument for 2.1 relies on the Humean doctrine that distinct existences are 

independent. The bare particular theorist holds that bare particulars form a fundamental 

ontological kind. If we accept a Humean combinatorialist approach to modality then we will hold 

that instances of fundamental kinds may exist independently of any instances of any (other) 

kinds. For the Humean who allows bare particulars it thus follows that it is possible for, say, just 

one bare particular to exist completely devoid of any exemplifications of any sparse properties.  

One response to this argument is to reject the Humean combinatorial thesis in the strong 

form in which I have presented it. The bare particular theorist may instead accept the Humean 

view in only the following weaker form: while no instance Ki of fundamental kind K requires the 
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existence of any particular instance J1 of fundamental kind J (≠K) in order to exist, each Ki will 

require the existence of some or other Ji. Less abstractly, the bare particular theorist may hold 

that while bare particulars do not need to be connected to any particular properties in order to 

exist, they do need to be connected to some property or other. J.P. Moreland and Timothy 

Pickavance (2003) advance this view in response to arguments like the one just given for 2.1. 

They invoke the maxim that for a particular to exist is for it to exemplify a property, the thought 

being that bare particular theory plus this maxim entails that bare particulars exist only in the 

presence of exemplified properties. This argument is uncompelling, however. The proponent of 

the maxim cannot accept both bare particulars and the original “strong” Humean thesis; nor, 

accordingly, can the proponent of the strong Humean thesis accept both bare particulars and the 

maxim; but the proponent of the strong Humean thesis can accept the maxim. Moreland and 

Pickavance thus cannot lean solely on the maxim to defend bare particular theory against the 

strong Humean thesis. What they need in order to break the stalemate is independent support for 

choosing bare particular theory plus the exemplification maxim over the strong Humean thesis 

plus the exemplification maxim. 

To appreciate the lack of independent support for endorsing bare particular theory over 

the strong Humean thesis, let us look at a different but analogous case in which an instance of 

some kind K cannot exist in the absence of some instance of a distinct kind J. For example, an 

oblong rock cannot exist independently of being tied to some or other size property, even if there 

is no particular size to which it must be tied. But this is because of other properties the rock has, 

for example, being oblong and being located in space. Nothing (let us assume) can be oblong or 

spatially located if it is not also sized. But notice that this is a relationship between properties and 
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is thus very different from the bare particular case. The bare particular has no property F that is 

responsible for underwriting Moreland and Pickavance’s claim that it must exemplify some or 

other property G (≠F). Since nothing else is available to secure G’s exemplification, and since G 

is an arbitrary property, there is nothing left that might protect against the possibility that a bare 

particular exemplifies zero properties. Interestingly, Moreland and Pickavance seem to recognize 

this point in their response to D.W. Mertz (2001), who objects that a given bare particular is ill 

equipped to preclude its being simultaneously tied in the relevant sense to incompatible 

properties like roundness and squareness. Moreland and Pickavance’s response is that there is no 

need to look to the bare particular to find ground for precluding such cases of incompatible co-

tying since the properties themselves will preclude it. I think they are right. However, the same 

basic point sinks their attempt to defend bare particular theory against the strong Humean thesis. 

There is nothing about the bare particular available to ground the putative necessity of being tied 

to some or other property; in analogous cases of necessary connection, what does the grounding 

is a relationship between properties.14 

Let us move on, then, to consider the bare particular theorist who wishes to deny the 

argument for 2.1 not by rejecting the (strong) Humean thesis but by rejecting the claim that bare 

particulars form a fundamental ontological kind. Following David Armstrong (1997), who 

gathers inspiration from early Wittgenstein and Brian Skyrms (1981), she might contend that 

                                                
14 It might be suggested that circumvention of commitment to an implausible version of the principle of the identity 
of indiscernibles (PII) provides independent motivation for bare particulars. (Thank you to an anonymous referee for 
making this point.) There is a vast literature on PII and bundle theory that begins with Max Black’s example of 
indiscernible spheres (1952) and remains active today. Importantly, however, this literature is concerned only with 
immanent universal bundle theories, for trope bundle theories are not plausibly committed to PII. The circumvention 
of PII is thus not compelling motivation for bare particulars generally. At most, it motivates bare particulars for 
those who are committed to immanent universals. Moreover, the aforementioned literature has not produced any 
decisive arguments to show even that immanent universal bundle theorists are committed to PII, though the issue is 
of course controversial. What matters for present purposes is that the controversy does not bear on 2.1 or 2.2.  
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states of affairs (or facts) are fundamental and that bare particulars and immanent universals are 

merely non-mereological constituents or aspects of the instances of the fundamental kind, state 

of affairs. It would then be open to the bare particular theorist to accept Humean 

combinatorialism about fundamental items without being committed to the possible existence of 

any bare particulars devoid of sparse exemplifications, for bare particulars would no longer be 

considered among the fundamental items. States of affairs, the lone fundamental kind of item, 

can be liberally recombined in Humean fashion without any worries about bareness. 

Unfortunately, this response faces a dilemma. It is either a non sequitur or else it 

sufficiently deflates the ontological role of bare particulars as to no longer be a legitimate form 

of bare particular theory. The first horn of the dilemma stems from a difference between the 

notion of fundamentality at work in the Humean combinatorial claim and the notion of 

fundamentality at work in the states of affairs ontology. Let us say that for contingently existing 

items x and y, x is ‘ontologically independent’ of y just in case x might have existed even if y did 

not. The notion of fundamentality at work in Humean combinatorialism is closely tied to the 

notion of ontological independence in the following way. If K is a fundamental kind then, for all 

kinds J (≠K), there is some K instance that is ontologically independent of every J instance. That 

is, the Humean view entails that being an ontologically independent kind is a necessary condition 

for being a fundamental kind. But on the states of affairs view, states of affairs are not 

ontologically independent of bare particulars (or universals): one cannot have a state of affairs 

without both a particular and a universal. States of affairs thus fail the Humean criterion for 

being fundamental. So making states of affairs ‘fundamental’ in the sense of (Armstrong 1989, 

1997) is not to the point of the Humean modal claim about bare particulars. The states of affairs 
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view notwithstanding, the Humean will maintain that bare particulars are eligible for ontological 

independence.  

Indeed it is rather plausible that bare particulars are ontologically independent, even 

given states of affairs, for there is something unsatisfying about saying that Ks are fundamental 

and then going on to say that no K could possibly exist without having an H and a J as 

components. Notice that sharing this sense of dissatisfaction does not turn on whether one 

considers “constituents” or “unities” to be more fundamental. Compare priority monism, the 

view that whole worlds are more fundamental than their proper parts (Schaffer 2009, 2010). The 

priority monist does not deny that there could be whole worlds that lack constituent parts (as the 

states of affairs theorist, by contrast, does deny that there could be a state of affairs that (non-

mereologically) contains no bare particulars), so he does not hold that all instances of the 

fundamental kind whole must co-exist with instances of the distinct kind proper part.  

Before explaining the second horn of the dilemma, it will be worthwhile to discharge 

Armstrong’s (1989) two positive arguments for the claim that bare particulars cannot exist 

independently, which are distinct from Moreland and Pickavance’s argument discussed above. 

The first, the ‘abstraction’ argument (also intimated in (Skryms 1981)), says that bare particulars 

cannot have independent existence because they are nothing more than the products of our 

mentally abstracting away from the collection of states of affairs in which they figure. I am 

dubious that the states of affairs theorist can get away with holding that bare particulars are 

merely the products of mental abstraction. Consider a mereologically simple world w with 

exactly two co-located states of affairs: F is exemplified and G is exemplified. Are the two states 

of affairs here such that there is some one particular x such that Fx and Gx or, rather, are they 
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such that there are two co-located particulars x and y such that Fx and Gy (or Gx and Fy)? There 

is no fact of the matter unless it is first settled how many individuals there are at w. When we are 

given a description of w that does not presuppose fundamental ontological facts about bare 

particulars, we simply are not equipped to do any “abstracting” of the sort Armstrong prescribes; 

yet the states of affairs view entails that w contains a (or some) bare particular(s). So mere 

“abstracting” cannot be all there is to the existence of bare particulars on the states of affairs 

view. Some theorists who are skeptical of particulars (Dasgupta 2009) may deny that there is any 

interesting fact as to whether w contains one “individual” or two, but such a move rings at best 

ad hoc if endorsed by the friend of bare particulars. 

The second argument from Armstrong (1989) contends that bare particulars cannot be 

ontologically independent because, qua particulars, they must have some unifying property such 

as being an object. The problem with this argument is that it fails to take sparseness into account. 

Fundamental states of affairs are those and only those that involve sparse property 

exemplification. So the fact that every particular must exemplify non-sparse properties such as 

being an object brings nothing to bear on the claim that bare particulars might well exist on their 

own, independently of states of affairs. 

Let us move on to the second horn of the proposed dilemma for the claim that bare 

particulars evade the Humean combinatorial scheme because they are not fundamental. Recall 

that the second horn is that the states of affairs view ends up looking like it is no longer a species 

of bare particular theory. This second horn arises from the suggestion—meant to block the first 

horn—that bare particulars are not necessary for states of affairs. But this suggestion simply does 

not fit the view. States of affairs are defined in terms of bare particulars (Armstrong 1989, 41). 
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Taking the present suggestion at face value makes the role of bare particular in the ontology of 

states of affairs out to be little more than the role of a dent in the ontology of a dented car; but 

this cannot be right since we can give a fully satisfying fundamental ontological description of 

the dented car without any mention of dents. If bare particulars are like dents in this respect, then 

they are not important to fundamental ontology—states of affairs ought to be able, possibly, to 

get along without them. But what might a state of affairs be that fails to involve any particular? 

Presumably, it would just be a universal, or perhaps a first order universal plus the second order 

universal being exemplified. Yet if universals—qua constituents or aspects of states of affairs—

can exist independently of any bare particular, then why not allow that bare particulars might 

exist independently of any (sparse) universal being exemplified? I see no independent reason for 

this disallowance. If there is no such reason, however, then the present suggestion places the 

states of affairs theorist back in front of the Humean crosshairs from which he seeks cover. 

The final pro-bare-particulars treatment of 2.1 that I would like to discharge, found in 

(Sider 2006), is by my lights the most formidable since it denies neither the Humean 

combinatorial scheme nor that bare particulars form a fundamental kind. Indeed, Sider is happy 

to grant 2.1. He does, however, go on to argue that similar considerations apply to bundle theory, 

thus rendering it vulnerable to 2.2 and 2.3. His thought is that, given any plausible 

combinatorialism, the bundle theorist is committed either to the possibility of unbundled 

universals or unbundled tropes. As Sider since has acknowledged in personal correspondence, 

however, this tu quoque against the argument for premise 2 is uncompelling. In the universal 

case, Sider’s thought is beside the point: an unbundled universal is not a particular at all, so 2.2 

simply does not apply. In the trope case, Sider’s thought is false: though a trope that is 
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unbundled with any distinct trope is a particular, it is not a particular that fails to exemplify any 

properties. After all, the trope bundle theorist is free to hold that every trope is trivially bundled 

with—and thus exemplifies—itself. This concludes the argument for 2.1. 

I will offer two arguments for 2.2. The first goes as follows. In order for something to 

exist, it must be like something (and unlike other things); that is, it must have a character;15 in 

order for something to have a character, it must exemplify at least one sparse property; therefore 

(by the transitivity of being necessary for), in order for something to exist it must exemplify at 

least one sparse property. Finally, if an object itself must exemplify a sparse property, it follows 

that the object cannot exist independently of at least one sparse property’s being exemplified.  

Sider (2006) responds to this argument by drawing a distinction between a strong and a 

weak sense of ‘having a character’. On the strong sense, it is true that exemplifying at least one 

sparse property is necessary for having a character. On the weak sense, however, no such 

condition holds. According to Sider, only the weak sense is necessary for existence. What, then, 

is the weak sense? Sider tells us that x’s having a character in the weak sense allows us to answer 

questions like ‘what is x like’ and ‘to what is x similar’? In the case of a bare particular that 

exemplifies no properties, we will be able to answer these questions negatively: ‘x is not like 

__’; ‘Does x exemplify __? No!’, etc. So while x may not exemplify any properties, we still will 

be able to furnish information about what x is like. 

This response is unsatisfying. If all that we can say about some bare particular x is that 

for each sparse property F, x does not exemplify F, then we lack the resources for distinguishing 

a world in which only x exists, on the one hand, and, on the other hand, a world in which there is 

                                                
15 Notice that the requirement that an item be like something does not entail that the item resembles any distinct 
item. It may be utterly unique and yet still be like something. 
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nothing whatsoever. But surely if x has a character then it will be possible to draw a clear 

distinction between x and nothing. Sider is right that some information can be expressed about 

objects like x, for negative information is still information. Where he errs is in thinking that this 

sort of information is sufficient for showing that x has a character.  

The second argument in favor of 2.2 turns on the plausible claim that there is some set of 

sparse properties for every world. If an object a at world w existed free of any sparse 

exemplifications at w, then it would be a part of w that the sparse properties failed to 

characterize. But, by definition, the sparse properties characterize the world completely. So the 

existence of a violates the plausible claim that there are sparse properties at arbitrary w. 

Assuming that this claim about sparse properties is true, there can be no such object as a. 

Granted, there have been arguments over how to determine which of the properties at a given 

world are the sparse ones (Schaffer 2004), but to my knowledge there are no arguments in the 

literature to the effect that there are worlds that contain no sparse properties. 

I conclude that 2.2 holds and that the argument for premise 2 of the Main Argument is 

sound. It follows from premises 1 and 2 of the Main Argument that zero-dimensional material 

objects do not exist. 
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