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POSITIVE UNIVERSALLY HELD PROPERTIES 
ARE NECESSAR ILY UNIVERSALLY HELD

Emanuel Rutten*

Language may be a distorting mirror, but it is the only 
mirror we have.

Dummett 1

Summary  : 1. Introduction. 2. The First Premise : There Are No Things That Do Not Exist. 3. 
The Second Premise : A Fregean Semantics. 4. The Third Premise : An Identity Criterion. 5. In 
Defense of  the Identity Criterion. 6. Strengthening the Defense of  the Criterion. 7. The Argu-
ment Stated. 8. Corollaries. 9. A General Objection. 10. Specific Objections. 11. Millian–Rus-
sellian and Possible Worlds Semantics. 12. Closing Remarks.

1. Introduction

In this paper I propose a deductive argument for the conclusion that positive 
universally held properties are necessarily universally held. This rules out 

that for some positive property, everything in the actual world merely hap-
pens to have it. Modality is understood in the metaphysical and not epistemic 
sense. The well-known Principle of  Plenitude has it that everything that ex-
ists in some possible world exists in the actual world. My conclusion can be 
understood as a revised version of  this principle : If  there’s a possible world 
in which an object lacks some positive property, then there’s an object in the 
actual world that lacks that property.

I will not attempt to spell out exactly what a property is. Following Miller 2 
and van Inwagen 3 I adopt an inclusive stance on properties. That is to say, I 
take properties to be whatever can be attributed to something by a predicate. 
On this understanding of  properties, to say that P is a property is not onto-
logically committal. For it is to say nothing more than that a predicate is cor-

* e.rutten@vu.nl, Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, Department of  Philosophy, De Boelelaan 
1105, 1081 hv Amsterdam, The Netherlands. 

1 M. Dummett, Origins of  Analytical Philosophy, Harvard University Press, Cambridge 
(ma) 1993, p. 6.

2 B. Miller, The Fullness of  Being, University of  Notre Dame Press, South Bend (in) 2002, 
p. 63.

3 P. van Inwagen, Metaphysics, 3rd ed. Westview Press, Boulder 2008, p. 291.
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rectly ascribed to something. 4 Hence, properties are thought of  in a shallow 
non-substantive way as merely semantic shadows of  predicates. 5

The argument focuses on a subclass of  properties : what I shall refer to as 
conjunctive properties. A conjunctive property is a property that is attribut-
able by a conjunctive predicate. A conjunctive predicate, in turn, is a predicate 
that uses zero or one leading noun and zero or more adjectives, such as “being 
Aristotle,” “being red,” “being a table,” “being a red table” and “being a large 
red table.” For the sake of  brevity, I shall henceforth use the term “predicate” 
exclusively to refer to conjunctive predicates and “property” to refer to con-
junctive properties. 6 A property is universally held if  and only if  everything 
that exists has it, where “everything that exists” is shorthand for everything 
that exists in the actual world taken de re, that is to say, our world.

Positive properties are properties attributed by predicates such as “being 
triangular,” “being red,” “being a red table” and “being Aristotle.” As a first 
approximation positive properties are those that can be defined without using 
negation. Properties expressed by predicates such as “being not red,” “being 
not a table,” “being a non-red table,” “being not Aristotle” are typically not 
positive. Nevertheless, this is not to say that the notion of  positivity is merely 
linguistic, let alone just a matter of  whether “not” or “non-” is contained in 
the predicate. In what follows I shall not try to define precisely what a posi-
tive property is, but what I say about positive properties is compatible with 
various available accounts of  positive properties in the literature. 7 A positive 
predicate is a predicate that attributes a positive property to something.

The argument has three premises. In the next section I introduce the first 
premise of  the argument, namely the thesis that there are no things that do 
not exist. In Section 3 I outline a Fregean theory of  linguistic meaning, which 
forms the second premise. Although Fregean in spirit, it is not intended as a 
fully accurate representation of  Frege’s original theory. My aim here is system-
atic and not historical. In Section 4 I propose an identity criterion for mean-

4 It is often said that being is not a property (although, e.g., B. Miller, The Fullness of  
Being, cit., and P. van Inwagen, Metaphysics, cit., argue that it is) but that the predicate “(is 
a) being” can still correctly be attributed to things. On my inclusive stance on properties, 
the fact that “(is a) being” can be correctly said of  things, is sufficient to hold that being is a 
property in the above-mentioned ontologically non-committal sense. No claim is made as 
to whether being is a property in a less shallow or more substantive sense. 

5 D. M. Armstrong, Universals, Westview Press, Boulder 1989, p. 78.
6 Note that this restricted usage does of  course not imply that I am committed to the 

obviously false claim that all properties and predicates are conjunctive.
7 For example, A. Pruss, A Gödelian Ontological Argument Improved, « Religious Studies », 

45/3 (2009), pp. 347-353, A. Pruss, A Gödelian Ontological Argument Improved Even More, in 
M. Szatkowski (ed.), Ontological Proofs Today, Ontos, Frankfurt 2012, pp. 203-212, and R. 
Koons, God’s Existence, in D. D. Novotný and L. Novák (eds.), Neo-Aristotelian Perspectives 
in Metaphysics, Routledge, New York 2014, pp. 247-268.
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ings expressed by positive predicable generic expressions. 8 A positive predicable 
expression is an expression that can be used as a predicate and if  so, yields 
a positive predicate. Examples include “red,” “red table” and “Aristotle.” A 
generic expression is an expression that does not include singular terms, e.g., 
“red” and “red table.” The criterion is the third premise of  the argument. It is 
based on the concept of  a “reference set,” which I will define in that section. 
According to the criterion, any two meanings expressed by positive predicable 
generic expressions are identical if  and only if  their reference sets coincide. In 
Sections 5 and 6 I defend the criterion.

In Sections 7 and 8 I deduce the argument’s conclusion from the premises 
and I show how a number of  corollaries follow from it, such as that there 
are mereologically simple and composite things, physical and non-physical 
things, caused and uncaused things, and contingent and necessarily existing 
things. In Sections 9, 10 and 11 I respond to various objections and argue that 
the argument also goes through if  we assume a Millian–Russellian or possible 
worlds theory of  meaning instead of  a Fregean semantics. Section 12 con-
cludes the paper.

2. The First Premise  : There Are No Things That Do Not Exist

The first premise of  the argument is the claim that there are no things that 
do not exist. 9 Being is the same as existence. In other words, what exists is 
precisely what there is and vice versa. So everything exists. Or, to say “every-
thing” is to say “everything that exists” and the other way around. As van In-
wagen puts it,

I deny that there is any substance to the distinction : to say that dogs exist is to say that 
there are dogs, and to say that Homer existed is to say that there was such a person 
as Homer. In general, to say that things of  a certain sort exist and to say that there 
are things of  that sort is to say the same thing. To say of  a particular individual that 
it exists is to say that there is such a thing as that individual. 10

I will not attempt an elaborate defense of  the first premise here, but merely 
note its seemingly obviousness by again echoing Peter van Inwagen’s words, 11

There is no nonexistent poison in the paranoid’s drink. There are no unconceived 
people. […] In sum, there are no things that do not exist. This thesis seems to me to 

 8 Throughout this paper, “expression” is shorthand for “meaningful expression.”
 9 Although Meinongians deny this thesis, I do not claim that one has to reject all theses 

of  Meinongianism in order to accept the first premise. The first premise might be compat-
ible with other Meinongian theses.

10 P. van Inwagen, Being, Existence, and Ontological Commitment, in D. J. Chalmers, 
D. Manley, and R. Wasserman (eds.), Metametaphysics : New Essays on the Foundations of  
Ontology, Oxford University Press, Oxford 2009, pp. 472-506, p. 480.

11 Ibidem, pp. 480-481.
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be so obvious that I have difficulty in seeing how to argue for it. I can say only this : 
if  you think there are things that do not exist, give me an example of  one. The right 
response to your example will be either, “That does too exist,” or “There is no such 
thing as that”. 12

Further, I take it to be necessarily true that there are no things that do not 
exist. As mentioned in Section 1 the predicate “being” can be attributed to 
things. So the predicate “exists” can be attributed as well. Existence can thus 
be considered a property in the ontologically non-committal sense as outlined 
in Section 1. Again no claim is made as to whether existence is a property in a 
less shallow or more substantive sense.

3. The Second Premise  : A Fregean Semantics

The second premise consists of  a theory of  meaning, i.e., a theory that tells 
us in general terms what the expressions occurring in the sentences of  a natu-
ral language mean. More specifically, the premise is a statement of  a Fregean 
theory of  meaning. Although I will argue in Section 11 that the argument also 
succeeds if  we substitute the second premise for a Millian-Russellian or a pos-
sible worlds semantics.

The core of  any Fregean theory of  meaning consists of  the following four 
theses. 13 First, an expression occurring in a sentence has a reference. The ref-
erence of  a singular expression (a proper name or a definite description) is the 
object for which that term stands. Thus “Barack Obama” and “the president 
of  the United States” both refer to Barack Obama. The reference of  a general 
expression is a set of  objects. For example “red” refers to the set of  all red 
things. The reference of  a relational expression is a set of  ordered pairs of  ob-
jects. For example “is a part of ” refers to the set of  pairs of  objects such that 
the first is a part of  the second.

Second, next to having a reference, an expression also has a meaning. The 
meaning of  an expression is the mode of  presentation or the way of  thinking 
of  the reference. These modes of  presentation or ways of  thinking are called 
senses. As Frege famously pointed out, the meaning of  an expression (its sense) 
is not the same as its reference. I briefly revisit why, for that will be impor-
tant in what follows. Consider the sentences “Mark knows that Phosphorus is 

12 See D. Jacquette, Meinongian Logic : The Semantics of  Existence and Nonexistence, De 
Gruyter, Berlin-New York 1996, T. Parsons, Nonexistent Objects, Yale University Press, New 
Haven 1980, and B. Miller, The Fullness of  Being, cit., for several arguments for and against 
the view.

13 See J. Speaks, Theories of  Meaning, in E. N. Zalta (ed.), Stanford Encyclopedia of  
Philosophy, 2014 [plato.stanford.edu/entries/meaning/], accessed 28 January 2015, for a de-
tailed overview of  the common core of  Fregean, Millian-Russellian, and possible worlds 
semantics, and for some of  the examples in this section. 
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Phosphorus” and “Mark knows that Phosphorus is Hesperus.” Although the 
singular terms “Phosphorus” and “Hesperus” have the same reference (i.e., 
the planet Venus), they do not have the same meaning. For Mark clearly might 
know that Phosphorus is Phosphorus while being in doubt about whether 
Phosphorus is Hesperus. To illustrate the point for general expressions con-
sider the sentences “Eva knows that all cordates are cordates” and “Eva knows 
that all cordates are renates,” and apply the same reasoning as before. In a 
similar way it can be shown that meaning and reference differ for relational 
expressions.

Third, the meaning of  an expression determines its reference. So, the mean-
ing of  the proper name “Barack Obama” determines Barack Obama as its 
reference, and the meaning of  the general term “cordate” determines the set 
of  all cordates as its reference. Since the meaning of  an expression determines 
its reference, I shall sometimes speak loosely of  the reference of  a meaning as 
shorthand for the reference of  any expression that has the meaning in ques-
tion. To illustrate, the reference of  the meaning of  the expression “red” is the 
reference of  the expression “red” and thus the set of  all red things.

Fourth, meanings can have meaning elements. 14 An elementary meaning lacks 
meaning elements. A complex meaning is a meaning that is not elementary. 
The meaning expressed by a subexpression is a meaning element of  the mean-
ing of  the expression. 15 Yet, meanings of  expressions consisting of  subexpres-
sions may have elements that are not expressed by a subexpression. 16 If  a 
subexpression is substituted for another subexpression expressing a different 
meaning, the meaning of  the expression changes.

Elementary meanings are expressed only by expressions that do not contain 
meaningful subexpressions, such as “Plato,” “red,” “being” or “one.” Com-
plex meanings can be expressed by expressions that contain meaningful su-
bexpressions, such as “jazz band” or “the king of  France.” But they can also 
be expressed by expressions that lack meaningful subexpressions. Take for ex-
ample the meaning expressed by “unicorn.” Although this expression doesn’t 
consist of  meaningful subexpressions, the meaning expressed by it does have 
meaning elements, e.g., the meanings expressed by “horn,” “forehead,” and 

14 I stay neutral with respect to the question of  what the nature of  the relationship be-
tween a meaning and its meaning elements is.

15 The meaning elements of  the meaning of  a pleonastic expression (e.g., “married hus-
band”) just are the meaning elements of  the meaning of  the corresponding non-redundant 
expression (i.e. “husband”).

16 Take the meaning expressed by “sand beach.” It has the meanings expressed by “sand” 
and “beach” as meaning elements. The meaning expressed by “landform” is one of  its el-
ements as well. Now consider the meaning of  “beach sand.” It also has the meanings ex-
pressed by “sand” and “beach” as meaning elements. But as a further meaning element, it 
has the meaning expressed by “material” instead of  “landform.”
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“horse.” Or take the meaning expressed by “vixen.” Its meaning elements are 
the meanings expressed by “fox” and “female.”

Before I continue I need to draw attention to a point that is important for 
the derivation of  the argument’s conclusion, as will become clear in Section 
7. Since everything is a “being” (or “thing”), the meaning expressed by “be-
ing” (or “thing”) does not add anything to the way a reference is presented or 
thought about. But then the meaning expressed by “being” (or “thing”) is not 
an additional meaning element of  a meaning. Since on the first premise there 
are no things that do not exist, it also follows that the meaning expressed by 
“exists” is not an additional meaning element.

It might not always be immediately clear which meaning a certain expres-
sion has, such as in the case of  expressions that have multiple meanings (e.g., 
“arm” or “bat”). In what follows though, I shall assume that such ambiguity 
or unclarity can always be resolved.

The second premise, then, is the conjunction of  the above four theses, un-
derstood in the way I explicated.

4. The Third Premise  : An Identity Criterion

The identity criterion I shall introduce in this section is an identity criterion 
for meanings expressed by positive predicable generic expressions, i.e., expres-
sions that can be used as a predicate, and that, when they are so used, yield a 
positive predicate that does not include singular terms. Examples of  such ex-
pressions include “red,” “being,” “red table” and “round red table.”

I limit myself  to these expressions because they are all I need to derive the 
conclusion of  my argument, as will become clear in Section 7.

In the above text, I’ve already mentioned the familiar point that sameness 
of  reference does not entail sameness of  meaning. However, meaning does 
fix reference. We refer to things through meaningful expressions. Meanings 
are about the things out there. Meaning and reference are thus closely related. 
But then it is not unreasonable to purport to identify for each meaning a set 
of  references (other than simply the reference of  the meaning itself ) such that 
sameness of  such sets does in fact entail sameness of  meaning.

Following this consideration I define the notion of  a reference set for a mean-
ing as follows. First, the reference set of  an elementary meaning is defined as the 
reference of  that meaning. So, the reference set of  the meaning expressed by 
“red” is the set of  all red things. Similarly, the reference set of  the meaning ex-
pressed by “being” is everything that exists. The meanings expressed by “self-
identical” and “one” also have everything that exists as their reference set. For 
according to the law of  reflexivity of  identity everything is identical to itself. 
And everything is clearly a thing and thus one thing.

Second, the reference set of  a complex meaning M is defined as the union of  the 
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reference sets of  the meaning elements of  M. This can be rendered formally as : 
RefSet(M) = ∪{RefSet(Mi) | Mi is a meaning element of  M}. Note that a 
meaning element can itself  be a complex meaning and thus have meaning 
elements. The definition of  reference set is therefore recursive. To illustrate, 
consider some meaning A that has B and C as its meaning elements. Let B 
be an elementary meaning and assume that C has elementary meaning ele-
ments D and E. In that case the reference set of  A is determined as follows : 
RefSet(A) = RefSet(B) ∪ RefSet(C) = RefSet(B) ∪ (RefSet(D) ∪ RefSet(E)) = 
Reference(B) ∪ (Reference(D) ∪ Reference(E)) = Reference(B) ∪ Reference(D) 
∪ Reference(E).

Consider the following example. The reference set of  the meaning expressed 
by “unicorn” is the union of  the reference sets of  its meaning elements. Sup-
pose that the meaning elements of  the meaning expressed by “unicorn” are 
the meanings expressed by “horn,” “forehead” and “horse.” In that case the 
reference set of  the meaning of  “unicorn” is the set comprised of  all horns, 
all foreheads, and all horses. 17 As another example consider the meaning of  
“even number.” It has the meaning of  “even” and the meaning of  “number” 
as meaning elements, so that its reference set contains all states of  affairs con-
sisting of  an even number of  things (e.g., Mark’s four books in his bag, Bri-
gitte’s two plates on her table, etc.) and all numbers (if  numbers exist).

I can now state the identity criterion. Given a meaning, M1, and a meaning, 
M2, expressed by positive predicable generic expressions, M1 = M2 if  and only 
if  RefSet(M1) = RefSet(M2). Here RefSet(M1) and RefSet(M2) are evaluated in 
the actual world de re, i.e., our world. 18 If  M1 and M2 are elementary, the crite-
rion trivially reduces to M1 = M2 if  and only if  Reference(M1) = Reference(M2).

Note that taking the intersection instead of  the union in my definition 
of  reference set would be a non-starter. Consider the meanings of  “round 
square” and “married bachelor.” If  reference set had been defined in terms 
of  intersections, then the reference set of  the meaning of  “round square” 
would have been the intersection of  all round objects and all square objects. 
That is the empty set. Similarly, that of  “married bachelor” would have been 
the intersection of  all married persons and all bachelors. Again the empty set. 
Both reference sets would have been the same while the meanings differ. So 
the criterion would fail. Defining reference sets in terms of  unions confirms 

17 Unless, of  course, these elements are themselves complex. In that case, the reference 
set of  the meaning of  “unicorn” is the union of  the reference sets of  the meaning elements 
of  our original meaning elements, and so on. In the remainder, I will leave this recursive 
potential of  reference sets implicit.

18 This qualification is essential since it seems plausible that there are possible worlds 
in which sameness of  reference sets doesn’t entail sameness of  meaning. Take a possible 
world consisting of  one charged simple. In that world the reference sets of  the meanings of  
“charged” and “simple” coincide, while both meanings don’t.



146 emanuel rutten

the identity criterion. For the union of  all round objects and all square objects 
clearly differs from the union of  all married people and all bachelors.

Let’s consider another example to see how the criterion precisely works. 
Suppose M1 is the meaning expressed by “cordate” and M2 that expressed by 
“renate.” These meanings differ, while their references are the same (since 
every creature with a heart has a kidney and vice versa). But what about their 
reference sets ? Let’s say that the meanings expressed by “pump” and “cham-
ber” belong to the meaning elements of  M1. They do not belong to the mean-
ings elements of  M2. The reference set of  M1 therefore includes all chambers 
and pumps, while these things are not part of  the reference set of  M2. So the 
reference sets of  M1 and M2 differ, which is in accordance with the criterion, 
since “cordate” and “renate” express different meanings. That is, M1 and M2 
differ.

Note that the identity criterion does not entail that meanings are reference 
sets. It is thus not to be understood as an ontological reduction of  meanings 
to reference sets. It doesn’t say that meanings are ontologically nothing above 
and beyond their reference sets.

Neither does it say that we can explain meaning phenomena wholly in 
terms of  reference sets and their set-theoretical features. The criterion merely 
provides a necessary and sufficient condition for when two meanings are the 
same. It leaves the ontological question of  what kind of  entities meanings are 
open.

5. In Defense of the Identity Criterion

Why should we accept the criterion ? The “only if ” part follows straightfor-
wardly. Suppose that both meanings M1 and M2 are elementary. In that case 
RefSet(M1) = Reference(M1) and RefSet(M2) = Reference(M2). On Fregean se-
mantics meaning determines reference. But then M1 = M2 entails Reference(M1) 
= Reference(M2) and thus RefSet(M1) = RefSet(M2). Suppose on the other 
hand that M1 and M2 are complex. If  M1 = M2 it follows that both meanings 
have the same meaning elements. But then the reference sets RefSet(M1) and 
RefSet(M2) coincide recursively as well. 19 I shall now offer two reasons to ac-
cept the “if ” part of  the criterion.

First, the considerations from the previous section already indicate its in-
tuitive plausibility. If  the reference sets of  two meanings coincide, then these 
meanings are entirely indistinguishable in what their meaning elements refer 
to, all the way down to their most elementary parts. Both meanings are thus 
entirely similar in how they map onto the world. But then, given the close 

19 Note that this reasoning shows that the “only if ” part of  the criterion works for mean-
ings in general.
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connection between meaning and reference, it is plausible that these mean-
ings are themselves identical. 20

The second reason is constituted by an induction over the collection of  
meanings of  positive predicable generic expressions. As I will show, there is 
a wide variety of  representative examples that demonstrate that two differ-
ent meanings indeed have different reference sets. As long as we aren’t given 
an example that conflicts with the “if ” part of  the criterion (i.e., two posi-
tive predicable generic expressions with identical reference sets and different 
meanings), an inductive generalization to the whole collection is warranted.

It is very easy – bordering on the trivial, in fact – to come up with differ-
ent meanings that have different reference sets. Just pick any two expressions 
whose meanings are so different from each other that it is obvious that their 
reference sets do not coincide : {“motorcycle,” “bicycle”}, {“unicorn,” “el-
ephant”}, and {“red,” “blue”}. Or, even more unrelated : {“laptop,” “lion”}, 
{“house,” “rock”}, and {“triangular,” “made-of-marble”}. In these examples 
not only the reference sets, but also the references of  both meanings differ 
from each other.

It becomes more interesting once we consider pairs of  different meanings 
with the same reference. Take the meanings expressed by “three-sided” and 
“three-angled.” Clearly, they differ. This provides us with another confirma-
tion of  the “if ” part of  the criterion, since the reference set of  the meaning 
of  “three-sided” is not identical to the reference set of  the meaning of  “three-
angled.” The former, but not the latter, includes all sides.

The earlier example of  “cordate” and “renate” provides another example. 
Their meanings differ and so do their reference sets.

Consider also the meanings expressed by “water” and “H2O.” On Fregean 
semantics the mode of  presentation of  both expressions differ, even if  we fol-
low Kripke 21 and take it that it is metaphysically necessary that water is H2O. 
The meaning of  “water” is thus not the same as the meaning of  “H2O.” But 
what about their reference sets ? The meaning expressed by “water” has as 
meaning elements the meanings expressed by “liquid,” “transparent,” “pota-
ble,” etc., whereas the meaning expressed by “H2O” has as meaning elements 
at least the meanings of  “hydrogen” and “oxygen.” But then the reference set 
of  the meaning expressed by “water” (being the set of  all liquids, all transpar-
encies, all potables, etc.) is not the same as the reference set of  the meaning 
expressed by “H2O” (being the set of  all hydrogen, oxygen, etc.). We thus ob-
tain further confirmation of  the “if ” part of  the identity criterion.

Another class of  examples are cases where both meanings have an empty 
reference, such as those expressed by “round square” and “married bachelor.” 

  20 Note again that this consideration generalizes straightforwardly.
21 S. Kripke, Naming and Necessity, Harvard University Press, Cambridge (ma) 1980.
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Clearly these meanings differ. The reference set of  the meaning expressed by 
“round square” includes all round things and all square things. The reference 
set of  the meaning of  “married bachelor” contains all married people and all 
bachelors. So both reference sets differ as well, confirming the “if ” part of  the 
criterion.

Yet more inductive support comes from cases where the reference sets of  
two meanings coincide and both meanings are indeed identical.

Consider for example the meanings expressed by “being” and “self-
identical.” 22 Both meanings are elementary. So their reference sets are their 
references, i.e., respectively everything that exists and everything that is iden-
tical to itself. Now, clearly, everything that exists is identical to itself  (since a 
thing that is not self-identical would violate the law of  reflexivity of  identity) 
and everything that is identical to itself  exists (since something must exist in 
order to be identical to itself ). But then the reference sets of  the meaning of  
“being” and “self-identical” coincide. Further, “being” and “self-identical” do 
in fact have the same meaning. Given that the entailment from “being” to 
“self-identical” is logically immediate, and vice versa, the meaning of  “being” 
amounts to nothing more or less than the meaning of  “self-identical.” To say 
“being a thing” is just to say “being something that is self-identical.” 23 Hence, 
the reference sets and the meanings are identical, which provides us with an-
other confirmation of  the identity criterion. 24

In the absence of  counterexamples, the above examples – and many more 
like them, which I trust readers will now be able to come up with themselves 
– provide strong inductive support for the “if ” part of  the criterion. I conclude 
that the identity criterion for meanings of  positive predicable generic expres-
sions looks promising.

6. Strengthening the Defense of the Criterion

For my argument to work it is sufficient that the criterion holds for meanings 
of  positive predicable generic expressions. Still, one may worry that it is ad hoc 
to propose an identity criterion with such a limited scope. What about the 
meanings expressed by positive predicable singular expressions, that is to say, 

22 Self-identical is understood in the strict sense of  a thing being numerically identical 
to itself.

23 One might insist that even though “being a thing” and “being self-identical” logical-
ly entail each other, both meanings differ. Conceding this does not lead to a problem for 
the “if ” part of  the criterion. For we can just as well understand it to hold modulo logical 
entailment. That is to say, two meanings are the same or logically entail each other if  their 
reference sets coincide.

24 A similar consideration holds in case of  the meaning expressed by “(being) one.” For 
it follows immediately that everything is one (thing), and that something that is one (thing) 
exists. To say “being a thing” is just to say “being one thing” and vice versa.
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proper names such as “Aristotle” and definite descriptions such as “the king 
of  France” ? 25 And what about positive relational expressions, such as “is the 
father of ” ?

Added generality would certainly count in favor of  the criterion, for the ad 
hoc objection would then lose much of  its force. I will therefore argue that the 
criterion in fact holds just as well for meanings expressed by proper names, 
definite descriptions and positive relational expressions.

The “only if ” part is straightforward. It follows in the same way as in Sec-
tion 5. If  two meanings coincide, then, their references and meaning elements 
(if  any) also coincide, and therefore (recursively) also their reference sets.

As for the “if ” part : I already noted above that the connection between 
meaning and reference suggests its plausibility. In addition, we can again mar-
shal impressive inductive support. Let’s consider proper names first. Pick any 
two proper names whose meanings are so different that it is obvious that the 
reference sets of  these meanings do not coincide, such as {“John,” “Brigitte”}, 
{“Mark,” “Rome”}, and {“Venus,” “Spain”}. In these examples the meanings 
are elementary, so that their reference sets are their references – which do in-
deed differ.

Proper names with the same reference are more interesting. Take Frege’s 
famous example of  “Hesperus” and “Phosphorus.” Both proper names have 
the same reference. The meanings of  both names differ. For it is not a concep-
tual truth that Hesperus is Phosphorus. What about their reference sets ? The 
meaning expressed by “Hesperus” presumably has the meaning of  “evening” 
as meaning element. Thus the reference set of  the meaning of  “Hesperus” 
includes all evenings. Since the reference set of  the meaning of  “Phospho-
rus” contains all mornings, both reference sets differ and we get confirmation 
for the “if ” part of  the criterion. Examples can be multiplied easily to obtain 
strong inductive support.

Another way to confirm the “if ” part of  the criterion for proper names, is 
to consider examples where the reference sets coincide, and to show that the 
meanings coincide there as well. Here is one such example. Consider Jo. Jo 
decides to assign the proper names “abc” and “xyz” to her smartphone. Sup-
pose the meanings of  “abc” and “xyz” are both elementary. The reference set 
of  the meaning of  “abc” is therefore the reference of  “abc,” i.e., Jo’s smart-
phone. Similarly, that of  “xyz” is also Jo’s smartphone. Hence, the reference 
sets of  the meanings of  “abc” and “xyz” coincide. Do these meanings coincide 
as well ? They do. The mode of  presentation or the way of  thinking about the 
smart phone is the same in both cases. There is nothing more to both mean-
ings than that it was Jo who assigned the proper names expressing them to her 
smartphone. To put it differently, the linguistic knowledge of  “abc” amounts 

25 Note that on a Fregean semantics proper names have a meaning (sense).
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to nothing more than knowing that “abc” refers to Jo’s smartphone. And the 
same holds for “xyz.”

The recipe for generating more confirming examples with proper names 
will by now be obvious. So, in the absence of  counterexamples, there is strong 
inductive support for the “if ” part of  the criterion for proper names.

Going through all the same moves for definite descriptions would become 
tedious, so I will limit myself  to one confirming example of  the “if ” part of  
the criterion.

Take “king of  the Netherlands” and “husband of  Maxima.” Both definite 
descriptions have the same reference (i.e., Willem-Alexander), but their mean-
ings clearly differ. What about the reference sets ? The meaning of  “king of  
the Netherlands” has the meaning of  “king” and the meaning of  “the Neth-
erlands” as its meaning elements, so that the reference set of  this meaning 
consists of  all kings and the Netherlands. The reference set of  the meaning 
of  “husband of  Maxima” is clearly different, seeing that it consists of  all hus-
bands and Maxima.

Finally, consider positive relational expressions. Take “is parent of ” and “is 
child of.” The meanings expressed by both expressions are not identical. And 
indeed their reference sets are not identical either, since the meaning of  “par-
ent” and the meaning of  “child” have different meaning elements. So this ex-
ample confirms the “if ” part of  the criterion as well. And again many more 
examples can easily be generated, such as (“is larger than,” “is smaller than”), 
(“loves,” “hates”) and (“is friend of,” “is brother of ”).

I conclude that the identity criterion does not only apply to the meanings 
of  positive predicable generic expressions, but also to meanings expressed by 
positive predicable singular expressions and positive relational expressions. 
The charge that the third premise of  my argument is ad hoc therefore does 
not stick.

7. The Argument Stated

We have reached the point where I can give my argument for the claim that all 
positive universally held properties are necessarily universally held.

Suppose for reductio that there is a positive universally held property that is 
not necessarily universally held. Let P be such a property. Since a property is 
whatever can be attributed to something by a predicate, it follows that P can 
be attributed by the predicate “being P.” Since property P is positive, the predi-
cate “being P” is positive. That is to say, “P” is a positive predicable expression. 
Furthermore, since P is universally held, “P” is in fact a positive predicable 
generic expression.

Let M be the meaning expressed by “P.” Since “P,” when used as a predicate, 
attributes a universally held property, the reference of  M is everything that 
exists.
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M is either elementary or complex. Suppose M is complex. If  we recursively 
unfold M’s meaning elements, we find at some stage at least one elementary 
positive meaning element M*. But then the reference of  M* is also everything 
that exists. 26 And since M* is elementary, the reference set of  M* is the refer-
ence of  M* and thus everything that exists.

Hence, RefSet(M*) is everything that exists. Now, the reference set of  the 
meaning expressed by the positive predicable generic expression “exists” is 
everything that exists as well. So, it follows that RefSet(M*) = RefSet(meaning 
of  “exists”). According to the identity criterion for meanings of  positive predi-
cable generic expressions, if  follows that M* = meaning of  “exists.” This con-
tradicts the fact that M* is a meaning element. For, as we saw at the end of  
Section 3, the meaning of  “exists” cannot be a meaning element. There are no 
meanings that have the meaning of  “exists” as one of  their elements.

The only remaining option is that M is elementary. Recall that the refer-
ence of  M is everything that exists. Since M is elementary, the reference set of  
M is the reference of  M and thus also everything that exists. 27 It follows that 
RefSet(M) = RefSet(meaning of  “exists”). So, according to the identity crite-
rion, M = meaning of  “exists.” Now, M is the meaning of  a predicable expres-
sion that, when used as a predicate, attributes a property that is not necessarily 
universally held. But then the meaning of  “exists” is the meaning of  a predica-
ble expression that, when used as a predicate, attributes a property that is not 
necessarily universally held. From this it follows that it is possible that there are 
things that do not exist. But this contradicts the first premise of  the argument 
according to which it is impossible that there are things that do not exist. We 
thus have to reject our reductio assumption. Hence the conclusion follows : 
All positive universally held properties are indeed necessarily universally held.

8. Corollaries

One might be tempted to think that the argument’s conclusion is uninterest-
ing, since the only examples of  positive universally held properties we know 
of  are formal trivially necessarily universally held properties such as “being,” 

26 As an example, assume that M is the meaning of  “physical atom.” So everything that 
exists is a physical atom. M has the meaning of  “physical” as meaning element. Suppose 
further that the meaning of  “spatial” is an elementary meaning element of  the meaning of  
“physical.” Let M* be this meaning element. It then follows indeed that the reference of  M* 
is also everything that exists. 

27 The argument goes through even if  it turns out to be false that the only remaining 
option is for M to be elementary. For if  M is complex, we can recursively unfold its meaning 
elements to find an elementary meaning element M* whose reference (and thus reference 
set) is everything that exists. But then, just as when M is elementary, the reference set of  M 
(being the union of  the reference sets of  M* and all other meaning elements) is everything 
that exists. 
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“one,” and “self-identical.” However, the argument actually offers an infor-
mative explanation of  why we only encounter trivial formal examples. It is 
precisely because it is an extremely demanding condition that universally held 
properties be necessarily universally held, that we encounter only trivial ex-
amples.

Building on this line of  reasoning, I’ll now point at a number of  interesting 
ontological corollaries of  the argument’s conclusion. Consider the positive 
property of  being material. This property is positive and plausibly not neces-
sarily universally held. For the existence of  a thing that is not material seems at 
least possible. But then the property of  being material is not universally held 
either. After all, according to the conclusion of  the argument, if  everything 
would be material, everything would be necessarily material. It thus follows 
that there are immaterial things, which is to say that materialism – the thesis ac-
cording to which everything that exists, is material – fails. Analogously physical-
ism and naturalism fail as well. There are non-physical and non-natural things.

We can go on : The property of  being contingent is positive and plausibly not 
necessarily universally held either. For a necessarily existing thing seems at 
least possible. But then it follows that this property is not universally held. So 
there is at least one non-contingent and thus necessarily existing thing.

It can furthermore be shown that there is at least one contingent thing, 
which refutes necessitism – understood as the thesis that everything exists nec-
essarily. Moreover, since plausibly it is not necessarily true that everything is 
deterministic, it follows, contra determinism, that there are non-deterministic 
things.

Or take the positive property of  being caused. It certainly seems possible 
that not everything is caused. So this property is not necessarily universally 
held. But then it follows that it is not universally held. That is, not everything 
is caused. There is at least one uncaused thing.

Also, since being composite is a positive property, and also plausibly not 
necessarily universally held, it follows that not everything is composite. 
Hence, contra the mereological thesis of  infinite divisibility, there is at least 
one mereological atom.

Further, since being mereologically simple is both positive and plausibly not 
necessarily universally held, it follows that not everything is simple. There is, 
contra mereological nihilism, at least one mereological composite.

By now, the recipe for deriving further consequences will be clear enough. 
The argument thus has a wide variety of  corollaries that are of  considerable 
interest to several long-standing debates in metaphysics.

Proponents of  the various views mentioned above (materialism, idealism, 
etc.) might accept my argument and maintain that it does entail that their 
view is in fact necessarily true. Yet, this would go against our modal intuitions, 
especially if  we consider all views together.



	 positive universally held properties 153

9. A General Objection

Let us now consider various objections that might be leveled against the ar-
gument. We’ll get to specific objections in the following section, but in this 
section I want to look at a general methodological objection. Someone might 
object that ontological consequences simply cannot be deduced from claims, 
however plausible, about semantics. To this objection I propose a two-fold re-
sponse. First, although two of  the three premises are indeed about semantics, 
the first premise is a claim about the nature of  being, namely the view that 
there are no things that do not exist. This premise is ontological in nature. So, 
the conclusion is in fact not solely derived from semantic considerations and 
the objection fails.

Second, even if  the conclusion would have been derived entirely from claims 
about semantics, this isn’t necessarily problematic. It seems reasonable to hold 
that the structure of  language reflects, at least to some extent, the structure of  
the world. If  this is so, conceptual analysis of  linguistic structures provides us 
with defeasible insight into the world’s structure. For example, proper names 
and definite descriptions reflect the ontological category of  objects, general 
terms reflect the category of  properties and relational expressions that of  rela-
tions. Language’s structure also reveals the ontological pattern of  objects hav-
ing properties. But then, given that semantics is a part of  the conceptual anal-
ysis of  language, semantic theses can indeed have ontological consequences. I 
therefore conclude that the general objection is unconvincing.

Two caveats : First, by maintaining that language reflects reality, one is not 
committed to the radical position that we must determine the structure of  
reality solely by analyzing the structure of  language. I do not claim that we 
know that there are objects (properties, relations) only because we know that 
there are proper names (general terms, relational expressions).

Second, by holding that language gives us clues on the type of  entities and 
patterns that the world contains, one is not committed either to the radical 
position that the structure of  reality is ontologically dependent on the struc-
ture of  language.

10. Specific Objections

Let us now look at a number of  specific objections. Since the argument is logi-
cally valid, I shall consider (i) objections that attack one or more of  its premis-
es directly, or (ii) purport to show that the conclusion of  the argument has ab-
surd or otherwise unacceptable consequences, so that the argument must be 
rejected even if  we cannot pinpoint exactly what’s wrong with the premises.

I start with objections of  type (i). As I explained above in Section 2, I will not 
provide an in-depth defense of  the first premise. Were a successful attack to be 
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mounted against this premise, I concede that my argument would be vulner-
able to it. What about the other two premises ?

One could attack the second premise, that is, the Fregean theory of  mean-
ing. However, I will argue in the next section that the argument goes through 
as well if  we rely on a Millian–Russellian or possible worlds semantics instead. 
Therefore, if  one wants to attack the argument by refuting the second prem-
ise, one would have to refute these two theories of  meaning as well.

In the remainder of  this section I therefore focus on alleged counterexam-
ples to the third premise of  the argument (i.e., the identity criterion).

Consider the following case. The meanings of  “person” and “human” dif-
fer. Yet, if  the meanings of  “person” and “human” are elementary, then their 
reference sets (i.e., their references, given that we’re assuming their meanings 
to be elementary) coincide. However, this objection fails. It cannot be ruled 
out that there are non-human persons. Besides, one might argue that there 
are humans that are not persons, such as humans in a permanent vegetative 
comatose state or humans with an extremely severe mental disorder, which 
eradicates their personhood. If  that is right, both references do not coincide.

For similar reasons counterexamples based on pairs such as {“human,” “ra-
tional being”} and {“person,” “having knowledge”} fail as well.

Take as another example “all-good” and “all-powerful” and suppose their 
meanings are elementary. Their meanings differ. But on classical theism the ref-
erence sets of  these elementary meanings (i.e., the reference of  “all-good” and 
“all-powerful”) are the same : God. This contradicts the criterion. So it would 
follow that classical theism is false, which would be a surprisingly strong con-
sequence for an identity criterion for meanings. How to respond ? One may 
bite the bullet and agree that we indeed have an argument against classical the-
ism here. But this is not required, for, the reference sets of  the meanings of  
“all-good” and “all-powerful” in fact differ. Let me explain. The expression “all-
good” is not elementary. It has “good” as a meaningful subexpression. But then 
the meaning expressed by “all-good” has the meaning of  “good” as one of  its 
meaning elements. The reference set of  the meaning of  “all-good” thus includes 
all good things. Similarly, the reference set of  the meaning expressed by “all-
powerful” includes all powerful things. But then both reference sets do not co-
incide, so that the example confirms rather than refutes the identity criterion. 28

Let’s consider the second category of  objections next, that is, objections 
that aim to derive an absurdity from the argument’s conclusion. For instance, 
one might think that the conclusion of  the argument seems to entail that 
there are unicorns or that there is a king of  France. For the properties of  not 
being a unicorn and not being the king of  France are clearly not necessar-

28 Note that the subexpression “all” in this example does not refer to everything that ex-
ists, but to those things that are in some sense maximal.
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ily universally held. After all, both unicorns and a France monarchy seem at 
least possible. But then it follows from the argument’s conclusion that these 
properties are not universally held, so that there is at least one unicorn and 
a king of  France. Something similar can be argued for flying Spaghetti mon-
sters, flying teapots, and so on – which is absurd. Therefore the argument is 
unsound.

However, neither the predicate “not being a unicorn” nor “not being the 
king of  France” is positive. But then the properties of  not being a unicorn and 
not being the king of  France are not positive. And since the argument’s con-
clusion is about positive properties, the conclusion that unicorns exist does 
not follow and neither does the conclusion that there is a king of  France. The 
same holds for Spaghetti monsters, flying teapots, and other examples. So this 
objection fails as well.

11. Millian-Russellian and Possible Worlds Semantics

In this section I argue that the argument goes through just as well if  we sub-
stitute the Fregean theory of  meaning for a Millian–Russellian or a possible 
worlds semantics in the second premise. Since the first premise of  the argu-
ment – the view that there are no things that do not exist – is fully compatible 
with all three semantics, the burden of  the argument in this section is to show 
that the third premise, i.e., the identity criterion of  meanings, also holds on 
these two alternatives. I will show this for positive predicable expressions and 
positive relational expressions. Thus the strengthened defense of  the identity 
criterion of  Section 6 is preserved as well if  we adopt a Millian–Russellian or 
possible worlds semantics.

Let me start with Millian–Russellian semantics. 29 Its common core includes 
– with one exception – all four theses outlined in Section 3. The exception is that 
it is not part of  Millian–Russellian semantics that the meanings of  linguistic 
expressions are Fregean senses. Instead, the meaning of  a singular term is the 
object it stands for, the meaning of  a general term is a property, and the mean-
ing of  a relational expression is a relation. Fregean senses then are modes of  
presenting or ways of  thinking about these objects, properties, and relations. 
Therefore Fregean meanings (senses) correspond many-one to Millian–Russel-
lian meanings. That is to say, many different Fregean meanings can be modes 
of  presenting or ways of  thinking about a single Millian–Russellian meaning. 30 

29 My characterization of  Millian-Russellian semantics and its relation to Fregean seman-
tics again relies on Speaks (2014), as does my description of  possible worlds semantics and 
its relation to Millian-Russellian semantics later in this section.

30 Let me illustrate this for proper names. Take again “Hesperus” and “Phosphorus.” 
Their Fregean senses differ, but they relate to the same Millian-Russellian meaning, namely 
the planet Venus.
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But then, if  two expressions have the same Fregean meanings, they also have 
the same Millian–Russellian meanings.

By relying on my articulation and defense of  the identity criterion in Sec-
tions 5 and 6, we can derive the identity criterion for Millian–Russellian se-
mantics. Let MRM1 and MRM2 be two Millian–Russellian meanings. If  MRM1 
= MRM2, then it follows in the same way as in Section 5 that RefSet(MRM1) = 
RefSet(MRM2). So the “only if ” part of  the criterion holds. To derive the “if ” part 
of  the criterion, consider two Millian–Russellian meanings MRM1 and MRM2 
whose reference sets coincide, i.e., RefSet(MRM1) = RefSet(MRM2). Since these 
reference sets coincide, the identity criterion for Fregean semantics entails 
that the Fregean meanings FM1 and FM2 of  two expressions having MRM1 and 
MRM2 as their Millian–Russellian meanings coincide as well. Thus FM1 = FM2. 
Since Fregean meanings correspond many-one to Millian–Russellian mean-
ings, it follows that MRM1 = MRM2. So the “if ” part of  the criterion also holds.

I now show that the identity criterion holds for possible worlds semantics 
as well. The common core of  any possible worlds semantics includes – again 
with one exception – all four theses as outlined in Section 3. The exception is 
that on possible worlds semantics, the meanings of  expressions are not Fre-
gean senses nor Millian–Russellian meanings, but intensions. That is to say, the 
meanings of  singular terms (proper names and definite descriptions), general 
terms, and relational expressions are functions from possible worlds to references 
– respectively to objects, sets of  objects and sets of  pairs of  objects. For exam-
ple, the meaning of  “the president of  the United States in 2014” is a function 
that maps the actual world to Barack Obama, and possible worlds in which 
Hillary Clinton is the president of  the United States in 2014 to Hillary Clin-
ton. Since different Millian–Russellian meanings can fix the same reference 
in every possible world, Millian–Russellian meanings correspond many-one 
to possible worlds meanings. As mentioned, Fregean meanings correspond 
many-one to Millian–Russellian meanings. But then – since “many-one” rela-
tions are transitive – it follows that Fregean meanings correspond many-one 
to possible worlds meanings as well. Hence, in the same way as before for 
Millian–Russellian semantics, it can now be shown straightforwardly that the 
identity criterion also holds for possible worlds semantics.

12. Closing Remarks

I have argued for the claim that positive universally held properties are nec-
essarily universally held. As I showed, this claim has a number of  interesting 
consequences for various debates within metaphysics, such as that there are 
non-physical things, uncaused things and necessarily existing things. Now, un-
til and unless other objections are proposed and shown convincing, I conclude 
that the argument is sound.
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premise is a Fregean theory of  linguistic meaning. According to the third premise, 
two meanings coincide if  and only if  their reference sets coincide. The notion of  a 
reference set is defined in the paper.
Keywords · Semantics, Meaning, Reference, Ontology, Positive properties, Possible 
worlds.
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