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According to Bird’s Naive Dispositional Monism, all properties are powers, and
are individuated by their manifestations. Lowe has famously challenged the posi-
tion with an individuation regress or circularity argument. Bird has then offered
a structuralist side-step in the form of Structuralist Dispositional Monism, accord-
ing to which powers are individuated through the unique position they occupy
in an asymmetric power-structure. However, Structuralist Dispositional Monism
has been argued to be just as problematic as Naive Dispositional Monism, if not
more so.

I argue that the debate is severely flawed to the extent that it relies on Lowe’s
standard characterization of metaphysical individuation as a binary relation be-
tween objects. I will argue against this characterization in favor of a different one,
either as a standard or sui generis explanatory relation of individuality facts. In the
former case, Naive Dispositional Monism is clear of all charges previously raised
against it; whereas in the latter case, Structuralist Dispositional Monism works just
fine; Structuralist Dispositional Monism may ultimately be argued to the be the su-
perior option. Either way, the status of Dispositional Monism, vis a vis individuation
circularities, is not as compromised as some have claimed—and Lowe’s intended
way out (viz., allow for some non-power to eventually break the circularity) loses
much of its appeal.
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1. Introduction

According to Bird’s Dispositional Monism (DM), all properties are essentially
dispositional (synonymously, powers)." Lowe has challenged the position,
claiming that

[i]f all properties were powers, then all manifestations of powers—being
properties of their bearers—would themselves be powers, likewise ‘get-
ting their identity” from their manifestations. [...] The problem [...] is that
no property can get its identity fixed, because each property owes its iden-
tity to another, which in turn owes its identity to yet another —and so on
and on, in a way that, very plausibly, generates either a vicious infinite
regress or a vicious circle. (2006: 138)

Lowe’s intended way out is to posit non-powers to break the regress/circular-
ity. Bird (2007b) conceded the difficulty for the position (he also agreed with
Lowe on the crucial premise that a power’s manifestation is itself a property,
and so a power; I will too); he then performed a structuralist side-step, claiming
that powers’ identities are not simply fixed by their manifestations, but by the
overall structure generated by the manifestation-relation, pairing each power to
its manifestation; Bird has asymmetric structures in mind, viz., structures with-
out non-trivial automorphisms, in which structural information is sufficient to
uniquely characterize any object in it. Lowe (2010; 2012) has then replied, further
elaborating his objection.

The Bird-Lowe debate has recently enjoyed a small but intense surge of inter-
est, and while someone was satisfied by Bird’s strategy (Barker 2009: 243), the
majority agreed that the so-called “identity regress argument” was too coarsely
characterized to be properly resolved; most importantly, a crucial ambiguity in
the use of “identity” was noted.? Busse (2021) has successfully shown that, given
a model-theoretic reconstruction of Bird’s claim, the numerical distinctnesses of
the objects in a structure are indeed entailed by its asymmetric relational pat-
tern; however, as Busse notices, it is unclear whether the identity of a power—
in the non-relational sense of its nature or essence—might be so relationally or
structurally determined, as Bird (2007b: 524) has claimed. A power’s nature may
be determined by its manifestation, in turn another power, which itself needs
another power to have its nature determined —eventually leading to a “nature

1. Bird (2007a; 2007b). Technically, only a subset of properties are powers, although it is never
exactly clear how this restriction should be formulated (for clues, Bird 2007a: 43—45). This is not
terribly important: following Bird (2007b: 513), we will take DM as claiming that all properties are
powers, and keep the restriction in the back of our head.

2. Lowe (2010), but also Jacobs (2011), Inghtorsson (2015), and Busse (2021).
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regress”, as in Ingthorsson (2015); alternatively, first-order powers may have
their natures determined holistically by second-order structures which they
themselves are part of. An air of circularity looms over both scenarios, one in
which powers unavoidably need other powers, and themselves, to have some
reality or being.>

In this paper, I will rather focus on the identity regress argument as an indi-
viduation circularity/regress argument against Bird’s DM. To be sure, many of
these identity regresses are closely related to one another, and the resolution of
one may very well translate to a solution for another; this is especially true for
many non-relational readings of “identity”; for example, in the case of individu-
ation regresses and essence-based regresses. At any rate, the topic of essential-
ism is too broad to be exhaustively discussed here, and although much of what
I will say in these pages has a bearing on issues such as Ingthorsson’s “nature
regress”, here I will primarily focus on the claim that DM generates a regress or
circularity in metaphysical individuation, as explicitly claimed in Lowe (2010;
2012). According to Bird (2007a: ch. 4), DM entails that powers are individuated
by their manifestations, so the charge would appear to stick; yet Bird has never
explicitly dealt with the identity regress argument as concerning individuation,
so this paper is not meant to provide any exegetically faithful reconstruction of
Bird’s stance. I will call the conjunction of DM and the claim that powers are
individuated by their manifestations, Naive DM; while the conjunction of DM
and the claim that powers are individuated by their structures, I will call Struc-
turalist DM. While Structuralist DM is supposedly a way out from the individu-
ation problems of Naive DM, it has been argued to be just as problematic, if not
more so. The prospects for Bird’s DM as a whole, then, would appear to be slim.

I think that such concerns are greatly exaggerated; but to reach this conclu-
sion, a better understanding of metaphysical individuation is needed. In the next
section I will introduce the topic of individuation, and Lowe’s charge against
Naive DM. In Section 3, Structuralist DM and its problems will be delineated.
I will then articulate my solution to the problem: in Section 4 I will argue that
while, following Lowe’s stance, metaphysical individuation has often been char-
acterized as a binary relation between objects, a different approach is prefer-
able, which will tentatively lead to a characterization of individuation as a stan-
dard explanatory relation between facts; and a new principle of metaphysical
individuation for powers in terms of their manifestations will be laid out. This
understanding of individuation lifts Naive DM of all charges. In Section 5, an
alternative conception of metaphysical individuation as a sui generis explana-
tory relation will be explored, which supports Lowe’s original argument against

3. A relevant slogan can be borrowed from Leibniz (as reported in Adams 1994: 335): “where
there is no reality that is not borrowed, there will never be any reality, since it must belong ulti-
mately to some subject”.
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Naive DM. Yet, under that alternative conception, Structuralist DM has the tools
to solve all the problems previously raised against it. Finally, some further dif-
ficulties against Structuralist DM will be dispelled, and Section 6 will offer some
concluding remarks.

Notably, I will not decide between these two conceptions of metaphysical
individuation, viz., as a standard or sui generis explanatory relation; but since
only Structuralist DM can deal with the individuation-based circularities and
regresses formulated through both the standard the sui generis kind, it is perhaps
to be crowned as the best option, thus cementing the validity of Bird’s struc-
turalist side-step. All in all, this is sufficient to prove that DM is significantly
less endangered from individuation circularities—and Lowe’s intended way out
(viz., to add non-powers) loses much of its initial appeal.

2. The Individuation Circularity/Regress against Naive DM

There is an epistemic phenomenon that we might call “individuation”, more
aptly an operation one can perform: when something is individuated (by an
agent) it is singled out from its environment; it is selected, amongst others of
a kind, as a distinct subject of focus, perception, or thought. There is however
a metaphysical phenomenon which underpins this kind of operation, as there
must be something allowing objects to be (epistemically) individuated:4 they
must be individuals. Not all objects are individuals: but each individual is the
very individual it is, rather than another, and thus is distinct from others of the
same kind. In a collection of individuals there is always a fact of the matter as to
which is which. Thus individuals can, at least in theory, always be individuated
(in the epistemic sense). We now encounter the relation of metaphysical individua-
tion of objects of a kind K, which is the proper subject matter of this paper: some
x of a given kind K is metaphysically individuated in the sense that something
(its individuator) makes it the very K it is, instead of another —and thus makes it
an individual. Lowe (2012: 215) famously characterized metaphysical individua-
tion as a binary relation of identity-dependence between objects.

Powers, supposedly, are individuals. With this simple background in mind,
we can see an individuation regress/circularity concerning Naive DM. For sim-
plicity, let us ignore the role of stimuli, and the possibility of multi-track powers,
viz., powers with more than one manifestation (as in Bird 2007b: 529 —but we
will come back to multi-track). If manifestations are properties and thus pow-
ers, each power is individuated by another power, producing either an infinite
regress (if properties are infinite in number), or a circularity (if they are not).

4. I'will use “object” as a blanket term. Everything (unrestrictedly) is an object.
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One might wonder why such an infinite regress or circularity is vicious, to which
Lowe submits:

[t]wo different entities of the same kind cannot both individuate each
other any more than—to use the memorable analogy exploited by Rus-
sell—two people can make a living by taking in each other’s washing.
[...] Consider first the two-entity case. Two distinct Ks cannot each de-
termine which K the other one is, because unless it is already determined
which K one of them is, this K cannot fix the identity of the other. And the
two-entity case surely generalizes. (2010: 21)

Unfortunately, Lowe doesn’t elaborate; perhaps the thought is that since the
asymmetry of metaphysical individuation is motivated by the inadmissibility of
circular explanations (Lowe 2012: 215), transitivity is required as well as asym-
metry. In the case of an infinite regress what matters is that individuation is
well-founded.

This is where we can learn a little bit more about metaphysical individua-
tion as identity-dependence; according to Lowe (2012: 215) such a relation is a
kind of “in virtue of” non-causal explanation, which is “metaphysical —rather
than the merely epistemic”. Should we take it to be a form of (metaphysical)
grounding? We may as well. In my opinion, not much hinges on this deci-
sion: in this context the grounding terminology may be more harmless than
it sounds, given that our grasp on metaphysical grounding, especially formal
features such as asymmetry and transitivity (those needed to get Lowe’s argu-
ment going) crucially depend on the association between grounding and expla-
nation, as in Raven (2013: 193—94) and Maurin (2019).> Non-causal explana-
tion, perhaps metaphysical explanation (if there is such a thing), is the minimal
notion that we need here; one is then free to enrich it with a grounding element,
if needed; but it is not compulsory. To be sure, I will stick to Lowe’s claim that
metaphysical individuation is an explanatory relation of the non-causal vari-
ety, which has been widely accepted (e.g., Tugby 2017: 273). I will also assume,
for the sake of the argument, that this relation possesses the right features to
get Lowe’s argument started —a harmless enough assumption, given that most
of them are standard features of explanation: qualms about such features, and
thus about the viciousness of the above scenario, fall beyond the scope of this

paper.°®

5. Furthermore, Cameron (2008) argues that both metaphysical grounding and explanation
are well-founded, which may be helpful for establishing a vicious infinite regress.

6. E.g., following Bliss (2014) we may allow for circular explanations that would make the
relation at hand relevantly non-asymmetric, thus deflating Lowe’s charge against Naive DM. I will
not presently explore this possibility.
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So, let us call Direct Circularity the problem that the individuation of pow-
ers violates some of these features. Under these assumptions, Naive DM surely
suffers from a Direct Circularity. Lowe’s way out consists in the rejection of
the claim that all properties are powers, thus a rejection of DM fout court; some
properties do not require manifestations to be individuated, terminating the
regress/circularity.

To be sure, the postulation of non-powers is not the only way out. The
analogy with the individuation of sets may be helpful to articulate this point:
according to Lowe (2010; 2012) given that the Axiom of Extensionality offers
individuating conditions for sets in terms of their members, there is no need to
postulate urelements, given that at the bottom of the hierarchy we can find a
unique empty set, vacuously individuated through its lack of members.” Thus,
one may hold on DM by positing a null-power, viz., a unique power with no
manifestation, safely sitting at the bottom of a (hypothetical) hierarchy of pow-
ers. This is unlikely to be a successful strategy, however, and not simply because
it is usually assumed, as in Lowe (2010), that powers have at least one manifes-
tation; the problem is rather that a null-power would be by definition excluded
by any and all causal activity, thus making it an egregiously mysterious item
which shouldn’t be postulated ad hoc to solve this difficulty. If one has to choose
between non-powers and a null-power to escape the Direct Circularity, Lowe’s
rejection of DM seems that much more appealing.?

3. Structuralist DM, and Its Problems

Bird’s (2007b) structuralist side-step can be intended as a solution to the Direct
Circularity. In a symmetric structure at least two objects can be mapped one
unto the other while preserving the overall structural pattern; roughly put, the
structure does not distinguish between them. On the contrary, in an asymmet-
ric structure each object occupies a unique position, which can be used to indi-
viduate it. Bird (2007b: 528) submits that, in the case of asymmetric structures,
“the structure determines the identity of the vertices”, which might be taken

7. Incidentally, this makes me wonder about Lowe’s position on the individuating function of
the Axiom of Extensionality in non-well-founded pure set theories.

8. Another way out that I will not discuss is the one recently advocated in Taylor (2022). Tay-
lor’s solution is less general than mine in the sense that it makes a specific assumption: the identity
and individuation of concrete objects and events factors in the individuation of a token power’s
manifestation (something not assumed by everyone, e.g., those who would solve the so-called
Meinongian Problem with a type-level reply according to which power tokens are directed to man-
ifestation-types). But once the assumption is in place, Lowe’s regress or circularity is dispelled due
to the simple fact that such additional entities are presumably not individuated dispositionally.
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to mean, in this context, that each power is individuated by the (asymmetric)
power-structure it appears in; Bird never explicitly talks about positions, but this
structuralist side-step has also been characterized by claiming that powers are
individuated by the unique position they occupy in an asymmetric power-struc-
ture (e.g., Lowe 2010; Yates 2017).

Here is an important, albeit often-overlooked clarification. I will assume that
Structuralist DM is dealing in concrete structures instead of abstract ones; here
I am using “concrete” and “abstract” not in the sense usually meant by phi-
losophers (to distinguish between what is spatiotemporally located, and what is
not), but in a sense closer to a mathematician’s use of the words, and very similar
to the distinction in Shapiro (1997) between “non-algebraic” and “algebraic”: a
concrete structure, in this sense, consists in a system of objects and at least one
relation imposed upon them; in a set-theoretical framework, this means that each
concrete structure is a pair composed of a set and a set of n-tuples of members
of that set. On the contrary, an abstract structure is an isomorphism-type of con-
crete structures; it is, loosely speaking, the structural pattern that any two iso-
morphic concrete structures have in common, and, as such, doesn’t exactly have
objects as they do—if not in the somewhat ethereal sense in which its “places”
are its objects. Individuating power-structures are structures of things, or objects
(in the blanket use of “object” I am employing) —and more specifically, powers.
So they are concrete structures. I suspect this assumption is implicit in much of
the literature on DM (e.g., Bird 2007b).?

Structuralist DM, as claiming that powers are individuated by the structure
in which they appear (or perhaps by a position in such a structure), may strike
the reader as awfully circular: in fact, there’s at least three circularities at play
here. Firstly, a Direct Circularity again. A structure of powers is most likely (par-
tially) individuated by each of the powers that appear in it. Thus, given a power
p. in structure S,, it would be problematic to claim that p, is individuated by S,,
as S, is in turn individuated by p,."® Tugby has similarly claimed that

it is difficult to see how we can individuate the relevant power struc-
ture without at the same time individuating the powers that make up
that structure. [...AJmong those powers which help to individuate the

9. Incidentally, I do not think that the adoption of abstract structures will alleviate the prob-
lems of Structuralist DM that I am going to discuss, but, again, this is the job for another time.

10. The most straightforward way to obtain this result (but not the only one) needs three
assumptions to get off the ground: concrete structures are set-theoretical constructs; sets are indi-
viduated by their members; metaphysical individuation is transitive (as above). E.g., given a struc-
ture of powers S, with a domain of powers (p,...p,) as members, it will be that S, is individuated
by (p;...pn); but (p;...pn) is also individuated by its members, and among them, by p,. So S, is
individuated by (p,...pn), which is individuated by p,. By transitivity, S, is individuated by p,.
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structure in question will be the very power universal that we are trying to
individuate in the first place. (2017: 274)

Again: two people taking each other’s washing. Tugby (2017) also suggests a
more indirect circularity in Structuralist DM: an account of the individuation
of powers must also provide individuation conditions of the power being indi-
viduated; a theory of individuation should not be circular in the sense that “the
entity being individuated should not appear (either explicitly or implicitly) in its
own individuation conditions” (Tugby 2017: 273). When that happens, we have
what I will call an Indirect Circularity. Structuralist DM clearly incurs in an Indi-
rect Circularity: a power is individuated as such-and-such on the condition that
it occupies a specific position in a certain structure: but which one? Of course,
the one it appears in.

A third circularity is highlighted in Yates (2017). This is merely the conse-
quence of taking metaphysical individuation, as an explanatory/grounding rela-
tion, as imposing a fundamentality hierarchy amongst its relata (Tugby 2017:
4543). So, if p, is individuated by S,, then S, is more fundamental than p,. But
this cannot be right, since S,, as a structure with powers in it, and p, amongst
them, would prima facie appear to be less fundamental than p, (perhaps, again
under a set-theoretical understanding of S,, under the assumption that sets are
less fundamental than their members). Yates asks:

[w]hich came first, the powers or the structure? Assigning priority to the
structure raises the obvious question of what it is supposed to be a struc-
ture of [...]; on the other hand, to assign priority to the powers is to give
up on the idea that they are relationally individuated. (2017: 4547)

(This perhaps resembles the “reality circularity” introduced in the beginning of
the paper; but I won’t harp too much on this comparison). Let us call this dif-
ficulty, the Fundamentality Circularity."*

Finally, there’s one more difficulty for Structuralist DM. Loosely put, the
problem is that structures, or their positions, are too strange to be individuators
for powers (as in Lowe 2010: 23). Positions especially are elusive objects, and it
is far from clear how powers could be individuated by them.*? This is of course
no proper counterargument to Structuralist DM, as strangeness is no argument

11. By allowing for symmetric grounding, Yates (2017) resolves the difficulty by denying that
the circularity involved is vicious in the first place.

12. Even worse, positions in a concrete structure of powers may be individuated, directly or
indirectly, by the powers themselves. Positionalism in theory of relations, as in Fine (2000), is a
good starting point for the investigation of positions.
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against anything; but it is a concern which adds to the aforementioned circulari-
ties to make Structuralist DM an even less palatable solution. Let us call it the
Strangeness Concern.

In conclusion, Structuralist DM suffers from a Direct Circularity, an Indi-
rect Circularity, and a Fundamentality Circularity. Furthermore, the Strangeness
Concern looms over the position. What is particularly worrying, is that many of
these problems appear to be variants of the same problems plaguing Naive DM
(roughly put, individuation circularities): no real progress appears to have been
achieved through Bird’s structuralist side-step. I disagree, but to see this point,
one must take a closer look at the notion of metaphysical individuation, which
is what we now turn to.

4. Condition-First Approach to Individuation (and the
Vindication of Naive DM)

The reader may have noticed an oscillation concerning metaphysical individua-
tion in the previous section. On the one hand, we have focused on metaphysical
individuation as a binary relation between objects; on the other hand, we have
claimed that individuation is about selecting conditions for the object being indi-
viduated: metaphysical individuation has close ties with the notion of transworld
identity, in the sense that a principle of individuation for Ks ought to provide
conditions for identifying Ks across worlds. So, on the one hand, a principle of
individuation should provide individuators, viz., objects doing the individuat-
ing; on the other it should provide individuating conditions. Lowe himself shifts
somewhat ambiguously between these two understandings, as he writes that

[il]ndividuation [is a] relation between entities: it is the relation of identi-
ty-dependence. A principle of individuation for entities of a certain kind
K specifies what the individuators of Ks are. Such a principle provides a
so-called trans world criterion of identity for Ks. (2012: 214-15)

Here the reader would assume that a principle of individuation should provide
individuators for Ks in the sense of objects that individuate it; yet they are imme-
diately corrected when Lowe claims that such a principle provides conditions
for the individuation of Ks.

The best approach here would be, I suggest, to take metaphysical individu-
ation as a binary relation between objects as, at best, a shortcut for a more com-
plex notion. In this condition-first approach, a principle of individuation should
provide conditions, more than objects.
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There are two good reasons for the condition-first approach. First, an account
of individuation cannot merely be exhausted by providing instances of binary
relations between objects such as “x is individuated by y”, because such instances
do not provide any transworld identity condition (they do not specify that y
needs to be say, the manifestation of x, or that it is sameness of manifestation that
sanctions being a specific power) and secondly, because such instances cannot
be explanatory in any meaningful sense. About this second point, it is worth
mentioning that objects do not explain—or, in other words, you cannot provide
explanatorily satisfactory answers by merely citing or listing objects. Nor can
an object be, on its own, something that requires explaining: something more
structured is required (see Sider 2011: ch. 8). A binary relation between, say, fra-
gility and breaking cannot be an explanation of anything: the former cannot be
an explanans, and the latter cannot be an explanandum. On the other hand, that
fragility is individuated, viz., that fragility is the very power it is, seems like a
good explanandum; and some equally structured condition satisfied by fragility
may provide a good explanans. Incidentally, this shift works exceptionally well
to express the link between metaphysical individuation and transworld identity
conditions: for example, Schbiden, in w,, is individuated as Biden, in @, if and
only if... (complete with your favorite transworld identity condition for persons).

If, as we have established, metaphysical individuation qua identity-depen-
dence is an explanatory relation, one shouldn’t give much weight to the notion
of a binary relation between objects: a different understanding of metaphysical
individuation is required, which may lead to different understanding of the dif-
ficulties encountered by Naive DM and Structuralist DM alike. This is worth
stressing: if metaphysical individuation is not to be cashed out as a binary rela-
tion between entities, then the job of metaphysical individuation is not primarily
to find “individuators”. Individuating conditions for a certain K might reference
or quantify over certain items, and they might in a loose sense be called “indi-
viduators”, but this isn’t mandatory. As a matter of fact, there are many cases of
individuals without individuators. A straightforward case would be the empty
set. The empty set, like any other set, is an individual; viz., given a collection of
sets, there is a fact of the matter as to which one of them can be individuated
as the empty set (spoiler: the only one without members). Patently, here there
are no objects being referenced or quantified upon in the right-hand side of the
biconditional.*3

Cases such as this are meant to show that there is no easy translation-schema
between an object-first and a condition-first approach; it seems to me that, on the

13. Let’s not say, as metaphysicians sometimes do, that the empty set is “self-individuating”
(Lowe 2010; Yates 2017). Sets are individuated through set-membership, so the empty set is not
self-individuated for the simple fact that it is not self-membered.
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contrary, object-first locutions such as “...is individuated by...” always were a
fallible shorthand for a more complex kind of relation. Sometimes, as in the case
of the empty set, they break down entirely: the empty set does not have indi-
viduators, if not, perhaps a bit tortuously, its “lack of elements”; yet to take that
at face value would be bad metaphysics.'4

It is now time to express a bit more clearly our condition-first approach to
metaphysical individuation. Let us employ some simple formal tool. “Ind(...,...)”
is to be read as “...is individuated as...”; furthermore, for any X, if there is some
y such that Ind(x,y), then we can say that x is individuated tout court, or that it is
an individual. Given a collection of Ks, k,, k,,... and an arbitrary k, instances of
Ind(...,...) provide answers to the question “which one of the Ks is k?”; if, say,
Ind(k k,) then the right answer will be: “k,”.

Let’s see if we can say a little bit more about this relation. That Ind(x,y)
entails that x=y, but individuation is not exhausted by numerical identity: by
the logic of identity, everything is identical to something, but not everything
is an individual. There’s a special ingredient that separates individuality from
self-identity. Usually the idea is that individuals have a privileged subset of
essential properties that necessarily set them apart from others of the same kind,
which are responsible for the object being metaphysically individuated (and
thus an individual): such properties are responsible for any K being the very
K'it is, and not another: These properties are the ones specified by the relevant
individuation conditions. For the purpose of this paper, we may take Ind(x,y)
as a primitive.'>

14. To anticipate a bit, this is a situation analogous to the case of Structuralist DM, in which
powers are allegedly individuated by objects such as “their structure” or “their position in the
structure”. This too is bad metaphysics, prompted by a problematic object-first approach to indi-
viduation. More on that later.

15. We can actually say something more about Ind(...,...) to make the notion philosophically
clearer. In particular, the following three points are worth remarking.

1)  Uniqueness of individuation. Given standard logic of identity, plus the entailment from
Ind(x,y) to x=y, we can prove the intuitively correct result that if a certain entity is indi-
viduated as any of the K, then it cannot be individuated as any other K. The reasoning
goes as follows: Suppose that you have a collection of Ks, k,, k,,... such that k, # k,. Now
suppose that you have a certain entity e, such that Ind(e, k,). Thus, e=k,. Now also assume
that Ind(e k,), then e=k,. By the logic of identity, k, = k,, contra our initial assumption.

2)  Non-irreflexivity. Ind(x,y) entails x=y, but not vice versa, which means that Ind(x,y) does
not entail Ind(y,x). That said, I do not take Ind(...,...) to be irreflexive. As a matter of fact,
I do not think it should be: Biden-at-@ might be individuated as Schbiden-at-w,, but the
converse is also true. If the non-irreflexivity of Ind(...,...) sounds suspicious, remember
that on the condition-first approach Ind(...,...) does not express the relation of meta-
physical individuation (it formalizes “...is individuated as...” and not “...is individu-
ated by...”). So its non-irreflexivity is not problematic vis-a-vis the usual formal features
of metaphysical individuation gua explanatory relation.
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Now, what about metaphysical individuation itself? The crucial part within
the economy of this paper is that, for two Ks x and y, if Ind(x,y), then this is
because they both satisfy certain (kind-relative) conditions, which is what we
properly call individuation conditions. That is to say: in metaphysical individu-
ation, we settle what makes it the case, or explains, that a certain x is individu-
ated as a certain y; what is being explained is thus an individuality fact, such as
the fact that Ind(x,y). For example: why is it that a certain set s, is individuated
as another set s,? Because they have the same elements. Why is Schbiden in w,
individuated as the actual Biden? Because... etc... You get the idea.

Following our previous take on individuation, let us consider a standard
relation of (partial) non-causal explanation between facts (standard in the sense
that it possesses the usual formal features of explanation, as above), expressed
through “«<—". Let us use the standard nominalizing device [...] that turns closed
sentences into names for facts; given sentences a and b, “[a] «— [b]” is to be read
as “the fact that a is explained by the fact that b”. Thus, metaphysical individu-
ation is a subclass of non-causal explanations in which to be explained are indi-
viduality facts, for example, [Ind(k, k,)].*

It will take some elbow grease to arrive at a satisfactory principle of indi-
viduation. The starting idea is, of course, that whether some x is individuated as
some y depends on whether x satisfies a crucial condition satisfied by y as well.
Thus, we might try the following (schematic) characterization of metaphysical
individuation:

1)  For any Ks x and y, such that ®(y)
[Ind(x,y)] <= [P(X)],

3) Transparency. As a matter of fact, we could make the stronger claim that Ind(...,...) is sub-

stitutionally transparent: if Ind(x,y), and if x=y, then Ind(z,y). If, say, some arbitrary set s,
is individuated as the empty set, then any s, such that s,=s, also is. Strictly speaking, these
are merely representational differences to which the fact that the empty set is individu-
ated is blind.
Finally, this point about the granularity of Ind(...,...) leads us to one last consideration: the
way Iseeit, if x, =x, and y, =y,, then Ind(x,,y,) is explained by the same facts as Ind(x,,y.,);
with “same facts” crucially depending on the granularity of facts. In other words: indi-
viduality facts for the same items, described differently, receive the same explanations if
explanans facts are not as fine-grained as linguistic entities—if they are insensitive to rep-
resentational differences (such as the difference between “Biden” and “Schbiden” assum-
ing transworld identity between them). E.g., every entity, in whichever possible world,
that is identical to Joe Biden can be individuated as Joe Biden in the same way (the way
persons are individuated), no matter the linguistic terms used to express them.

16. For those worried by metaphysical inflation concerning facts, an operationalist route is

also possible. As far as I can see, nothing crucial hinges on this choice.
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where place-holder @ stands for the individuating condition for Ks. For exam-
ple, let Ks be sets, and @ be “has as elements only and all the elephants”. Sup-
pose that we have a set s, such that ®(s,); and we have another arbitrary set s,
and we wonder whether s, is individuated as s,; if it is, it is by virtue of the fact
that s, also satisfies @.

The problem with (1) should be evident: «—, standardly, is factive. So (1)
comes out as false on the simple assumption that at least for some x and y, x is
not individuated as y. We need to recapture our previous intuition that whether x
is individuated as y, depends on whether... etc... I will not expand my toolkit to
make room for non-factive explanation or grounding, although I do not neces-
sarily think there’s anything wrong with them. The simplest way to amend (1)
is the following:

2) Forany Ks, x and y, such that ®(y)
D(x) — Ind(xy) & ([Ind(x,y)] <~ [PC)))-

This unlovely mouthful reads: for any Ks x and y such that ®(y), if ®(x) then x
is individuated as y, and the fact that x is individuated as y is explained by the
fact that ®(x).

A crucial thing to notice about any true instance of (2) is that, again, while
x is being individuated as y, it is not technically individuated by any specific
object, as opposed to another; the fact that x is individuated as y, on the other
hand, is explained by another fact constructed with the help of the open formula
®; this vindicates the condition-first approach to metaphysical individuation.'”

Now, what about powers, viz., objects of kind P? According to DM, the indi-
viduation of powers is about sameness of manifestations. A power is individ-
uated as, say, a power for breaking on the condition that its manifestation is
breaking. However, because of multi-track powers, it wouldn’t do any good to
simply define the ® condition for the individuation of powers in term of a one-
to-one predicate: for some X, y, and z, x may be a power to z, and y also may be
a power to z—and yet we wouldn’t want to individuate x as y, because x and
y might be distinct powers with partially overlapping manifestations. To solve
this, I will deploy a resource not standardly used by power metaphysicians: plu-

17. I believe that metaphysical individuation is a necessary matter, and if @ is an individuat-
ing condition for Ks, then unrestrictedly all Ks are individuated through it. So perhaps (2), and any
other individuating principle, is to be prefaced by a box. Here is a difficulty, however: if that box is
interpreted as a quantifier over worlds, then any principle like (2) would short-circuit when trying
to offer transworld identity conditions (as it should), as that would require a transworld identity
to hold at a world. Alternatively, (2) could be explicitly world-indexed, as in: “For any x in w, and
y in w,...” (of course leaving open the possibility that w,=w,). I will not pursue this matter.
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ral logic. So, where “M(x,y)” is the binary predicate “x is a power to y”, or “y is
manifestation of x”, “M(x,yy)” is defined as follows:

3)  M(xyy) =4 Vy(yryy — M(x,y)) & Vz(M(x,z) — Jy(yryy & y=z)).

“x+xx" is the one-many predicate “x is one of the xx”. Now, according to M(x,yy),
every y which is one of the yy is a manifestation of x, and any manifestation of
x is one of the yy. In that case, we say that “x is a power to yy” —viz., the yy
exhaust the range of manifestations of x. Single-track powers are a limiting case
of multi-track powers, viz., powers whose manifestations are a plurality of one.
We may define an individuating condition for powers W as follows:

4)  Yoyy)=aMxyy)
Thus, we obtain a principle of individuation for powers:

5) For any powers P x, y, such that W(y,zz)
W(x,zz) — Ind(x,y) & ([Ind(x,y)] < [W(x,z2)]).

For clarity: zz should be read as a plural meta-linguistic place-holder. (5) is spe-
cific to powers, and thus is less schematic than the generic (2) given that the ®
place-holder for conditions has been substituted with the specific condition W,
but it is still to some extent schematic: just like sets, powers are all individuated
in the same way, but each specific power is individuated through different facts,
involving different manifestations. More to the point, (5) correctly rules that for
some powers X, y such that y is a power to zz, if xalso is a power to zz, then x is
individuated as y—furthermore, it is exactly because x is a power to zz, that x is
individuated as y. (5) is the simplest and safest way to implement individuation
conditions for powers in terms of sameness of manifestations.

Here is a peculiar thing to notice: if pluralities can be empty (viz.,
Ixx—3Ix(x+xx)), (5) allows for vacuous individuation, and can ensure the indi-
viduation and uniqueness of the null-power. One might protest: what are empty
pluralities? And didn’t you argue against the null-power, anyway? Let me
explain. First of all, I do not think that the null-power should be compromised
by the logical form of individuation alone, as I argued against it on metaphysi-
cal grounds instead. Relatedly, the principle of individuation for powers has
been taken to be analogous to that of sets throughout most of this debate; yet
the analogue for sets of (5) does not allow for the individuation and uniqueness
of the empty set, not without empty pluralities. According to Linnebo (2018),
empty pluralities are a useful tool for formalizing set theory; now we can see
that this is also true when it comes to the individuation of sets. Thus, I will keep
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(5), and its analogue for sets, which allows for vacuous individuation under the
assumption that there are empty pluralities (still, I do not believe that there is a
null-power).’®

If (5) is intended as a principle of individuation for powers (according to
Naive DM), what is so problematic about it? The Direct Circularity seen before
consisted in a violation of the formal features of individuation, as a binary rela-
tion between objects: but can we obtain a similar violation concerning instances
of «—in (5)?

Let us consider a simple toy-world T, with a symmetric structure of powers
as in Figure 1:

P1

P; @ < ® P

Figure 1: toy-world T

T is the perfect breeding ground for circularities: there are three powers: p,,
whose unique manifestation is p,; p,, whose unique manifestation is p,, and p,,
whose unique manifestation is p,. The received view is that individuating pow-
ers in T through their manifestations fails, and that therefore, if p,, p., and p, are
individuals at all, then they must have another source of individuality, such as a
quiddity or something of that sort. But what is the problem here really, if there
is one?

The metaphysical individuation of p,, p,, and p, in T amounts to the fact
that, when given three arbitrary and similarly arranged powers q,, q,, and g,
(whether in T, or some other world), it needs to be settled which power q, really
is (whether p,, p,, or p,), and similarly for the other two. Let us consider instances

18. To reinforce a point made before, the vacuous individuation of powers and sets according
to (5), or some analogue thereof, does not offer any way to meaningfully reconstruct the claim that
a vacuously individuated power, or set, is individuated by an object. Curiously, Lowe (2010: 22)
has an argument against the null-power based on the idea that a null-power, as self-individuating,
should be its own manifestation, which is impossible. To see that this is a bad argument, we must
only consider the analogy with sets: while powers cannot be their own manifestations, sets can be
their own members. And yet the empty set is not “self-individuating” because it is its own member
(it has no members!). Rather, it is “self-individuating” by having no members—and so, I argue, not
self-individuating at all, albeit still individuated.
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of «<—, as obtained, in turn, by considering instances of (5), and let us call (for sim-
plicity) pp, the plurality whose only member is p,; and similarly for pp, and pp;;
thus, in our toy-world, M(p,,pp.), M(p.,pp;), and M(p,,pp.). Let us also begin by
assuming, for the sake of the argument, that q, is individuated as p,. Thus, by (5):

6)  [Ind(q.p.)] < [¥(qs pp.)]-*

That is to say: the fact that power q, is individuated as p, is explained by the fact
that q, is a power to pp,. Here’s two other true sentences in T:

7)  [Ind(qp.)] < [¥(q-Pp,)]

8)  [Ind(qs;p;)] < [V(q-pp,)]

However, and this is the crucial part, it is impossible to chain instances of < to
obtain a Direct Circularity, simply because individuality facts do not appear in
the right-hand side of it: the individuating condition W(x,yy) does not require
any power to be individuated in order to function properly. This is a good result
for Naive DM, as it shows that, once a sentence such as “p, is individuated by
p.” is to be understood as a roundabout way to express sentence (6), viz., “q, is
individuated as p, by having pp, as manifestation”, we can see that the origi-
nal Direct Circularity in metaphysical individuation, as expressed by Lowe, is
dissolved.

An opponent of Naive DM may reasonably feel an air of circularity here.
Perhaps something along the lines of an Indirect Circularity is afoot, in which
(according to Tugby) an object appears, either implicitly or explicitly, in its own
individuating conditions. It is true that in any instance of <, for example, (6),
the power being individuated q, appears in the right-hand side of the formula.
Yet I cannot possibly understand how this could be problematic. If power q,
must be individuated, of course it—that very same power—must satisfy a cer-
tain condition W: if this is not conceded, metaphysical individuation simply can-
not get off the ground. Furthermore, this kind of “circularity”, if circularity at all,
is unproblematic in the lights of the relation «— that we are employing; for exam-
ple, if [killing is wrong] «— [killing is despised by God], then of course “killing”
is mentioned in both sides of this claim —as some fact about killing is explained
by some other fact about killing. And the same happens in (6): some fact about a
power (that it is individuated as p,) is explained by some other fact about it (that
it is a power to pp,). Tugby motivates Indirect Circularity as follows:

19. (6) is obtained by (5) as an instance, plus universal elimination, plus modus ponens, plus
the elimination of conjunction.

Ergo < vol. 10, no. 10 « 2023



290 * Lorenzo Azzano

a principle of individuation must not be circular, which is to say that
the entity being individuated should not appear (either explicitly or im-
plicitly) in its own individuation conditions. The reason for this second
condition is that the notion of metaphysical individuation is plausibly an
explanatory one [...] a principle of individuation, which picks out an en-
tity’s individual essence, serves to explain why an entity is the very entity
that it is. [...] Given this explanatory role of individual essence, we can
see why a principle of individuation ought not to be circular. (2017: 273)

I agree with Tugby that metaphysical individuation, as an explanatory relation,
shouldn’t be circular, viz., the explanandum cannot appear in the explanans. But
no such problematic circularity occurs whenever an object being individuated
is present in the right-hand side of the individuation claim —because, again,
merely listing or citing objects can neither offer nor require an explanation. In
the condition-first approach put forward so far, the relata of metaphysical indi-
viduation, as an explanatory relation, are not the individuals themselves —they
are facts (or perhaps true propositions, or something like that). Thus, an unac-
ceptable circularity would be, for example, one in which Ind(q,,p,) is explained
by Ind(q,p.), in turn explained by Ind(q,p,), in turn explained by Ind(q,,p.).
But this is not how (5) functions. All in all, conditions of individuations for
powers may very well refer to or quantify over powers, but, once we properly
understand metaphysical individuation per the lines above, this is not enough
to get to a circularity: we need to show that individuating facts are non-causally
explained by other individuating facts.

How could we do that? The opponent of Naive DM could retort: alright, but
q, is individuated as p, by having pp, as manifestations, which dictates that the
manifestations of q, need to be individuated as pp.. Individuating powers still
needs other powers being individuated. Alas, we're back to a circularity.

I would answer: not quite. The key-word here is “need”. Of course if q, is
individuated as p, by having pp, as manifestations, then their manifestations
need —in the modal sense of “need” —to be individuated as pp,. Individuating
facts may very well modally co-vary with other individuating facts. But this
needn’t necessarily translate into an instance of «—. In fact, there’s no reason why
that should be the case. Think of it this way: that Fido is a good dog certainly
requires that Fido is self-identical, or that it is individuated as such-and-such,
but you wouldn’t include such things in the explanatory or grounding base of
the fact that Fido is a good dog. Perhaps that Fido is a good dog is explained by
the fact that Fido is loyal, or playful, or tranquil; of course Fido couldn’t be a
good dog without being self-identical, or without being individuated as such-
and-such: but one wouldn’t be very satisfied, in asking “why is Fido a good
dog?” by hearing that Fido is self-identical, or individuated as such-and-such.
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It is reasonable to think of «— as regulated by a relevance constraint, which pre-
vents us to list just any necessary condition for p as a ground for [p]; according
to Kramer and Roski (2015: 65), “the relevance constraint [...] prevents us from
enlarging the collection of facts that is to be the ground in arbitrary ways”. Nec-
essary conditions need not be explanans, or grounds: relatedly, because «— is
not supposed to be a merely modal connection, we shouldn’t think of [Fido is
self-identical] as explanans of [Fido is a good dog], just because Fido couldn’t be
a good dog without being self-identical; otherwise [Fido is self-identical] would
be the explanans of any and all facts about Fido. And the same goes for powers: q,
couldn’t be individuated as p, if it weren’t the case that its manifestations were
individuated as pp,—but this is not what (6) states, nor can it be safely inferred
from it.

In conclusion, if a condition-first approach to metaphysical individuation
as a standard explanatory relation is on the right track, then (6)—(8) describes an
unproblematic pattern of individuation of powers in terms of their manifesta-
tions. Thus, Naive DM is safe.

5. Individuation as a sui generis Explanation (and the
Vindication of Structuralist DM)

So far, we have proceeded under the assumption that our relation of metaphysi-
cal individuation is «—, a standard non-causal explanatory relation in which to
be explained are individuality facts. But perhaps that was a mistake, and the last
passage may offer a glimpse as to why.

5.1. Meet <~

Someone may still smell an individuation circularity in our toy-world T. Con-
sider the following case of epistemic individuation: suppose that there is an
enquiring agent, who knows that there are three powers in T: p,, whose unique
manifestation is p,; p,, whose unique manifestation is p,, and p,, whose unique
manifestationis p,. Our agent, once again, must consider three similarly arranged
powers q,, q,, and g, (either in the same world, or another), and decide which
is which. Perhaps they will begin by picking powers at random, for example,
they will begin by wondering whether q, is to be individuated as p,. To settle
the matter, they need to verify whether q, is a power to pp,. And to get there,
they will need to verify which powers are pp,, (for brevity, they need to indi-
viduate the only member of the plurality, p,). But they don’t really know which
power is p,. They might follow their initial hypothesis that q;, is really p,; if that
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were the case, q,, the manifestation of q,, should be p,, the manifestation of p,.
Thus, they can verify whether q, is individuated as p, by verifying whether q,
is individuated as p,, which in turn can be verified by checking whether q,, the
manifestation of q,, is individuated as p,, which, in turn leads our agent to their
initial hypothesis: that q, is individuated as p,. This little investigation leads
nowhere. Our agent might as well have picked out p, and q, at random, which
shows that, by using (5) as guideline, no epistemic individuation of powers in
terms of their manifestations can be successful: individuating powers in terms
of their manifestation, by searching for true instances of (5), is not a viable pro-
cedure. And yet powers are supposed to be individuals, viz., there’s supposed
to be a fact of the matter as to which power q, really is, whether p,, p, or p,. Yet
our agent won’t find out this way.

As we have seen, there’s no way to express this predicament by modeling
metaphysical individuation as <. For example, to know that “q, is a power to
pp.” (to evaluate whether q, is individuated as p,), one needs to have a prior
grip on pp,, but «— is not the right tool to express this fact. Thus, one might think
that if a correct procedure of epistemic individuation must be underpinned by
instances of metaphysical individuation, or if epistemic individuation functions
by way of searching for correct instances of a principle of metaphysical individu-
ation, then metaphysical individuation cannot simply be «—, and instances of it
cannot merely be a subclass of a standard non-causal explanation instances, with
individuality facts as explananda. Perhaps metaphysical individuation is a sui
generis explanatory relation, which obeys special rules: let us signal it with <.

& is a partial non-causal sui generis explanatory relation between facts, like
the one considered before, but with one difference. <= obeys a Special Rule: given
arbitrary Ks x and vy, if it is the case that [Ind(x,y)] <= [p], and if an individual
constant t appears in p, such that t does not refer to x, then there is another K, z,
such that [p] <= [Ind(z,t)]. Thus, if the fact that an object is individuated as such-
and-such is explained (in this sense) by the fact that it is related to so-and-so,
that in turn is explained (in this sense) by the fact that some other object must be
individuated as so-and-so. This mirrors the way in which our agent proceeded
in their procedure of epistemic individuation in T: every time a power was men-
tioned in the individuating conditions of another power, the agent needed to
“get a grip” on that other power in order to proceed. <= respects this procedure,
whereas < does not. Let us call (5)~ a principle of individuation for powers
identical to (5), except for the fact that it employs <= instead of «.

A Direct Circularity can be formulated deploying <= instead of < in our
toy-world T. Assume, for the sake of the argument, that q, really is the power p,.
So, by (5)<, we have the following instance of «<:

9) [Ind(q,p.)] <= [V(q.pp.)]
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Because of the Special Rule of <, [W(p,,pp.)] is explained by some powers being
individuated as pp,.  haven’t fully laid out a generalized theory of plural indi-
viduation; let us suppose that pp, being individuated amounts to p, being indi-
viduated (after all, pp, is just a plurality of one). If q, is individuated as p,, then
g is individuated as p,. So, by the Special Rule of <:

10)  [¥(qupp.)] < [Ind(q. p.)]
We can now chain instances of <. Given (5)<"

11)  [Ind(q.p.)] <= [W(qopp,)]
By the Special Rule of <=:

12)  [W(qxpp;)] < [Ind(qs,p)]
Given (5)<":

13) [Ind(qyp3)] < [\y(qyppl)]
By the Special Rule of <=:

14 [W(qypp.)] < Ind(qup.)]
Finally, by transitivity from (9)—(14):

15) [Ind(qy,p,)] < [Ind(q,p,)]
Finally, a circularity! That is to say: if <= displays the standard features of an
explanatory relation, Naive DM coupled with (5) generates a Direct Circular-
ity. Please note, again, that this is a highly abnormal sequence of strings, as far
as standard non-causal explanation is concerned. This is because of the repeated
application of the Special Rule, which has been motivated by the way in which

epistemic individuation encounters a vicious circularity in T. However, I believe
that, in that case, Structuralist DM works just fine.

5.2. < Vindicates Structuralist DM

How to model Structuralist DM, within our condition-first approach to meta-
physical individuation? We must abandon (5)< as a principle of individuation
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of powers in terms of their manifestation, and think of a condition involving the
structure directly. Here is how we might proceed.?® Consider Figure 2, which
represents an asymmetric structure of powers (P,), with four powers p,, p,, p,
and p,. (Note that, although P, has no non-trivial automorphism, it is still pos-
sible to formulate a Direct Circularity using (5): in fact, there is a circular pat-
tern of individuation between p,, p,, and p,.)

@ P

P1 P2

Pa

Figure 2: structure of powers P1

I will begin with a complete description of P,.

16)  M(p.,p.) & M(p.p;) & M(p,p,) & M(p, p.)-

If we want to characterize the four powers merely through the structural infor-
mation provided in (16), the simplest route is to “ramsify” it, to obtain the
following:

17) Ix, Ix,Ix,3X, M(x4,%,) & M(xz,x3) & M(x3,x4) & M(x4,x2))

The easiest way to proceed, at this point, is to take (17) and unbind one variable
at a time, to obtain every time an open formula that only one object in P, can
satisfy. For example:

18)  3x, Ix,Ix; (M(x,X;) & M(x,,x;) & M(x,,X;) & M(x,,X,)),

where x is the free variable; let us call the open formula (18), Y(x). Given the lack
of non-trivial automorphisms in P,, only p, can satisfy Y(x): whether arbitrary
power p in the structure can be individuated as p,, is explained by the fact that
p satisfies Y(x). We might write something along those lines:

20. In this Section I am inspired by Hawthorne (2001: 269—70) and Busse (2021).
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19) For any powers x and y, such that Q(y),
Q(x) = (Ind(xy) & [Ind(x,y)] <= [Q(X)]-

(19) is schematic for place-holder €3, which stands for unbindings of universally

quantified complete descriptions of structures of powers. So understood, (19)

reads as follows: for any powers x and y, such that y satisfies unbinding QJ, if x

also satisfies it, then x is individuated as y, and the fact that x is individuated as

y is explained (in the sui generis sense), by the fact that x satisfies unbinding Q.
An instance of <= is the one we have considered before, for example:

20) [Ind(p,p,)] &= [3x,3x,3x, (M(Px,) & M(x,%,) & M(x, x;) & M(x, x)].

It is important to notice that (19) respects Bird’s original vision for Structuralist
DM, exactly because it fails in the case of symmetric structures. Take a structure
P, with a non-trivial automorphism in which two distinct powers p, and p; are
mapped one unto the other. Thus, p, and ps satisfy the same unbindings; (19)
would dictate that p; is individuated as p,, and thus identical to it contra the
initial assumption that they are distinct (the automorphism swapping them was
non-trivial).

So far, so good. But how does (19) deal with the problems of Structuralist
DM discussed in Section 3? Firstly, because individuality facts do not appear in
the right-hand side of a <= claim, no Direct Circularity can be straightforwardly
formulated. Secondly, facts such as [3x,3x,3x; (M(p,x;) & M(x,,X,) & M(x,,X;)
& M(x,,x,))] do not involve any reference to any specific power beyond the one
being individuated, so the Special Rule of <= does not kick in. Thirdly, the power
being individuated does not appear in any open formula unbindings such as
Y, so no Indirect Circularity. Finally, because (19) does not reify structures, nor
positions for that matter, it completely eludes the Fundamentality Circularity
and the Strangeness Concern. Powers are not individuated by a structure or a
position as an object: they are individuated by facts such as [3x,3x,3x; (M(p,x,)
& M(x,,x,) & M(x,,x;) & M(x,,X,))], where no such objects are referenced nor
quantified upon. More generally, moving away from a conception of metaphysi-
cal individuation primarily as a binary relation between objects —for the reasons
submitted in the beginning of Section 4—also solves any problem that might
arise from the ontological or metaphysical status of structures, or positions
thereof. Retrospectively, it was somewhat awkward to conceive Bird’s structur-
alist side-step, in which powers are individuated as occupying a certain posi-
tion in the structure, as an account in which powers are individuated by special
position-objects. The awkwardness was caused, again, by the initial stipulation
that metaphysical individuation is a relation between objects.
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In conclusion, (19), as a schematic principle of metaphysical individuation,
understood as a sui generis explanatory relation between facts, seems to have
solved most if not all the problems laid out against Structuralist DM. Things
start to look promising for its supporters, but there are still some issues to be dis-
cussed. There are two problems concerning (19)—none of which, at this point,
is terribly new.

5.3. Two Problems for Structuralist DM

The first problem is as follows. An (obstinate) opponent of Structuralist DM, of
(19) as its formulation and (20) as an instance, might argue as follows: yes, they
might concede, the objects being individuated do not appear in their own indi-
viduating conditions, and yes, no specific reference is made to any power in the
right-hand side of a <= claim, such as in (20). But other powers are still quantified
over. To individuate p as p,, as in (20), one needs to quantify over p., p,, and p,.
Such powers need to be individuated. So, the opponent goes, the Special Rule of
&I needs to be amended to take care of both reference and quantification, and a
new circularity ensues about individuality facts linked by <.

I think this reasoning to be profoundly wrong, and again the key-word here
is “need”. Of course, any power (or any individual in general) quantified over in
an instance of metaphysical individuation needs to be individuated, in the sense
that it couldn’t exist, let alone be positioned in a structure, if it wasn’t individu-
ated. But again, this needn’t translate into an instance of <=. The Special Rule of
< was not added to take care of this allegedly, merely modal, correlation (this
is something I explicitly wouldn’t do). It was added to model metaphysical indi-
viduation more closely to epistemic individuation, and to reproduce a circular-
ity in epistemic individuation that a standard explanatory relation couldn’t do.

Yet there is no such epistemic circularity to reproduce here. An enquiring
agent in a toy-world whose only structure of powers is P, might wonder which
power in a collection really is p,. They will find out by verifying which power
satisfies Y, like p, does. That is sufficient for the job. Of course, to do that, the
agent will need to consider (and quantify over) other powers in the same collec-
tion; yet they needn’t be individuated for them to achieve their result (although
they are presumably individuated). Loosely put, the agent doesn’t need to “get
a grip” on any other power to find out whether some power is p,. They only
need to know that such powers are arranged in such-and-such a manner. In (19),
unlike (5), what is doing the job in the individuation process is the relational
pattern of the powers, not their individuality. So this amendment of the Special
Rule is unmotivated. Remember that the philosophical intuition motivating the
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introduction of <= was that <= was better suited to back instances of epistemic
individuation than more ordinary kinds of non-causal explanations. This is what
put Naive DM in trouble. This is also what exonerates Structuralist DM.

The second problem facing Structuralist DM, as expressed by (19), is that it
gives erroneous results when x and y are not in the same structure. Any object
in an asymmetric structure occupies a unique position within that structure, yet
that might not be sufficient to individuate them, given the possibility of dis-
tinct isomorphic structures, such that more than one object satisfies an unbind-
ing such as Y. Unfortunately, if we did include reference to a specific power or
structure to fix that problem, the Special Rule of <= would impose those to be
individuated, thus generating a circularity in its instances.

It is important to be clear about the nature of the difficulty. Bird (2007b: 527)
submits that the resolution of the identity regress argument is “a simple ques-
tion in graph theory”; if that is meant as the claim that the difficulties concerning
the individuation of powers can be resolved merely by observing the mathemat-
ical properties of graphs, that is simply false. For one, Busse (2021: 10701-2) has
convincingly shown that “an asymmetric structure’s relational pattern specifies
unique total relational role properties by which the numerically different objects
are distinguished and differentiated”, yet that is only true within that structure—
it bears little consequence to the individuation of objects, and the case of distinct
isomorphic power-structures is the clearest counterexample.

Thus, “graph theory” is of no help here. (19) must be defended on prop-
erly metaphysical grounds, and on such grounds distinct yet isomorphic power
structures, in one world or across worlds, must be ruled out. Some solutions
may be more costly than others. A supporter of Bird’s DM may embrace Strong
Dispositional Monism (Bird 2007a: 72), viz., the claim that powers have their
essence exhausted by their dispositional profile: in our case, all that there is to
know about their nature is to be found in their individuating conditions. If no
two powers can have the same nature (their nature is what they are, in a robust
enough sense of the word), that means that, given (20), no two powers can sat-
isfy the same unbinding Q.

A different, two-step solution can be borrowed from Tugby (2017). First, we
argue that there are no two non-overlapping power structures in the same world,
viz., there are no dispositionally and causally isolated regions of the world. Sec-
ondly, we argue that powers are Platonic universals, which entails that they are
necessary existents. Thus, at all worlds there is but one (asymmetric) structure of
powers, with the same powers in it, which solves the difficulty. Tugby’s solution
is, of course, metaphysically costly to the extent that it requires Platonic univer-
sals to function: I do not think that there’s anything inherently problematic with
Platonic universals, and Tugby (2013; 2017) does a great job arguing that they
can earn their keep by performing a great variety of roles in metaphysics. Yet I
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also think that it might be worthy to explore a solution which is metaphysically
less demanding than Strong Dispositional Monism and Platonism alike.

Such an alternative might begin to take shape if we consider that the prob-
lem is not simply that, as Tugby (2017: 275) puts it, “different worlds contain
different second-order structures of powers”. The problem is that those differ-
ent structures of powers may be isomorphic. Let us call P-Isomorphism the claim
that there are, or can be, distinct isomorphic structures of powers. P-Isomor-
phism appears to entail all manners of absurd consequences, for reasons which
very closely resemble the old anti-haecceitist/anti-quiddist adagio “do not posit
distinctions without differences” (Lewis 2009: 209). P-Isomorphism could be
resisted by embracing a robustly anti-quidditistic position about the nature of
properties, such as the above Strong Dispositional Monism. But bad metaphysi-
cal inflation doesn’t need to be corrected by good metaphysical inflation: one
might simply seek to deflate it.

Here is how I would do it. P-Isomorphism entails the existence of more than
one property in each equivalence class of dispositionally indistinguishable prop-
erties. That is problematic for many reasons; firstly, we might observe that if
there really were pairs of distinct yet dispositionally indistinguishable proper-
ties, then matters of similarity between objects would become very problem-
atic to settle: for example, two objects may appear and behave in the same way,
not by virtue of having the same property (where “same” stands for numerical
identity), but by virtue of having two distinct indistinguishable properties. A
supporter of property universals, who deals with object resemblance in terms of
property identity, may turn the reasoning on its head: if two objects are similar
(because they appear and behave in the same way in one specific respect) then
they do have a numerically identical property. If that weren’t the case, one of
the key virtues of universalism (a position espoused, in one variant or another,
by a good portion of power theorists)—viz., that it can deal with object resem-
blance in terms of property identity —was to be completely lost. Secondly, given
that we physically interact with propertied objects through their causal behav-
ior, our (epistemic) individuation of properties at best narrows down to equiva-
lence classes of dispositionally indistinguishable properties, and nothing more.
If more than one property exists in each class, then which properties are instanti-
ated becomes a difficult thing to settle; undecidable, at best—arbitrary, at worst.

Thus, P-Isomorphism is a problematic take—and not simply because it
clashes with Structuralist DM, but because it bears all manners of unappealing
consequences. So, is there any good reason to believe P-Isomorphism? Hardly so:
scientific investigation can, at best, identify properties up to dispositional indis-
tinguishability. Anything else, including P-Isomorphism and its consequences,
is pure metaphysical postulation; at this point, one might decide to follow Haw-
thorne’s (2001: 368) advice “don’t invoke what you don’t need”. But I would dis-
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agree. Perhaps P-Isomorphism, as a purely metaphysical postulation, may serve
some purpose, thus justifying its endorsement even without any actual scientific
evidence in its favor. Yet this isn’t the case: as we have seen, P-Isomorphism
interacts very problematically with our metaphysics of properties (and powers).
At the end of the day, P-Isomorphism is an idle theoretical posit, little more than
a metaphysical what if. There’s nothing wrong in exploring possibilities, but if
that is really all there is to P-Isomorphism, then it should be the first one to go
when there’s trouble. In conclusion, although it is theoretically possible that (19)
is false because of the existence of distinct yet isomorphic structures of powers,
it is not a possibility with much philosophical pull behind it.

6. Concluding Remarks

It is finally time to take stock and draw some conclusions. A principle of indi-
viduation should provide both transworld identity conditions, and explanations
concerning individuality facts; thus a condition-first approach to metaphysical
individuation has been developed, different from Lowe’s standard understand-
ing of individuation as a binary relation between objects. This radically changes
the landscape of the individuation circularity arguments against DM.

There still is some uncertainty as to whether metaphysical individuation
should be understood as a standard («—) or sui generis (<4) non-causal explana-
tory relation, the latter being more apt at modeling failures of epistemic indi-
viduation; I did not decide one way or other, but if metaphysical individuation
is to be modeled on epistemic individuation, then <= is the way to go. AlthoughI
do not wish to settle this issue here, it bears noticing that Structuralist DM would
appear to have the upper hand either way: if it can avoid the regress arguments
formulated in terms of the more constrained < relation, then it can also avoid
the regress arguments formulated in terms of the less constrained «— relation.

Structuralist DM, so understood, constitutes a perfect example of how rea-
soning around metaphysical individuation is poorly served by Lowe’s notion of
individuation as a binary relation between objects, viz., in this case supposedly
obtaining between the power and a reified structure, or position thereof. Now,
to be sure, Structuralist DM is not per se a flawless position; as many have noted
(Lowe 2010: 21; Oderberg 2011), it is forced to the position that all actual and
possible power-structures must be asymmetric, which may be problematic in a
few ways, and may require sophisticated metaphysical tools to be resolved (e.g.,
again, the Platonism in Tugby 2017). Yet, once the asymmetry is conceded, the
individuation of powers through power-structures is not by itself problematic.

In conclusion: if metaphysical individuation is understood through «—, then
Naive DM suffers no individuation circularity; if < is preferred, then it is Struc-
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turalist DM to walk away scot-free. The latter position is effectively free from all
individuation regresses discussed throughout this paper, which may constitute
a vindication of Bird’s structuralist side-step. All in all, the status of DM vis-a-vis
individuation circularities is not as compromised as some have claimed —and
Lowe’s intended way out (viz., to allow for non-power to eventually break the
impasse) loses much of its initial appeal.
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