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ABSTRACT 

 

 

ABSTRACT AND CONCRETE AS CLUSTER CONCEPTS 

 

Tarım, Yiğit Aras 

M.A., Department of Philosophy 

Advisor: Asst. Prof. Dr. Jonathan D. Payton 

 

January 2026 

 

 

The traditional abstract–concrete distinction treats the categories as mutually 

exclusive, exhaustive, and absolute. Along these lines, reductionists argue that 

abstractness (or concreteness) can be defined in terms of a single property. 

While adequate for paradigmatic entities, this view fails to accommodate non-

paradigmatic entities, such as impure sets, immanent universals, and musical 

works, that seem to instantiate incompatible properties. Eliminativist responses 

avoid this tension by denying the existence or essential characteristics of these 

entities. Instead, I propose the Property Spectrum View (PSV), which treats the 

abstract and the concrete categories as cluster concepts and regards abstractness 

(or concreteness) as a derivative property. According to this approach, entities 

may be abstract or concrete to varying degrees, depending on the properties they 

instantiate. Therefore, PSV shifts methodological priority from category 
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membership to property instantiation and accounts for non-paradigmatic cases, 

which is illustrated through an examination of musical works.  

 

Keywords: Abstract Entities, Abstract–Concrete Distinction, Cluster Concepts, 

Musical Works, Property Instantiation 
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ÖZET 

 

 

 

KÜME KAVRAMLAR OLARAK SOYUT VE SOMUT 

 

 

Tarım, Yiğit Aras 

Yüksek Lisans, Felsefe Bölümü 

Danışman: Dr. Öğr. Üyesi Jonathan D. Payton 

 

 

Ocak 2026 

 

 

Geleneksel soyut–somut ayrımı, bu kategorilere birbirini dışlayan, kapsayıcı ve 

mutlak olacak şekilde yaklaşır. Bu doğrultuda, indirgemeciler soyutluğun (ya da 

somutluğun) tek bir özellik üzerinden tanımlanabileceğini savunur. Bu görüş 

paradigmatik varlıklar için yeterli olsa da, kalıtsal olmayan kümeler, içkin 

tümeller ve müzik eserleri gibi uyumsuz özellikleri örnekliyor gibi görünen 

paradigmatik olmayan varlıkları kapsamakta başarısızdır. Eleyici cevaplar bu 

gerilimden bahsi geçen varlıkların varlığını ya da asli karakteristiklerini 

reddederek kaçınır. Bunun yerine, soyut ve somut kategorilerini küme kavramlar 

olarak gören ve soyutluğu (veya somutluğu) devşirilmiş bir özellik şeklinde 

anlayan Özellik Spektrumu Görüşü (ÖSG) fikrini öne sürüyorum. Bu yaklaşıma 

göre, varlıklar örnekledikleri özelliklere bağlı olarak çeşitli derecelerde soyut ve 

somut olabilirler. Sonuç olarak, ÖSG müzik eserlerinin incelenmesi üzerinden 

gösterildiği üzere metodolojik önceliği kategori üyeliğinden özellik örneklemine 

değiştirerek paradigmatik olmayan örnekleri açıklar.  
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Anahtar Kelimeler: Soyut Nesneler, Soyut–Somut Ayrımı, Küme Kavramlar, 

Müzik Eserleri, Özellik Örneklemesi 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 

Traditionally, the abstract and the concrete are understood as mutually 

exclusive and jointly exhaustive categories. This view also entails that an 

entity’s status as abstract is absolute, constant across spatiotemporal and modal 

contexts (Cowling, 2017). This approach works well for paradigmatic cases. 

However, there are exceptional entities that conflict with it: for example, 

musical works (repeatable, created, non-spatial), impure sets, tropes, and 

immanent universals, all of which, according to the standard view, seem to 

instantiate incompatible properties. I call these non-paradigmatic entities. The 

existence of such entities raises the question of the standard view’s sufficiency.  

 

Faced with this puzzle, one might be an eliminativist (rejecting non-

paradigmatic entities) or an inclusivist (rejecting the standard distinction). The 

eliminativist route is highly costly, requiring us to either abandon many 

philosophically familiar entities (e.g., immanent universals, impure sets, musical 

works) or deny their crucial aspects (e.g., the contingent existence of impure 

sets, the repeatability of musical works, or the spatiotemporal location of 

immanent universals).  

 

It is better to adopt an inclusivist approach, which abandons certain aspects of 

the standard view and reconceptualizes the categories. For this purpose, I offer 
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the Property Spectrum View (PSV), which treats the abstract and the concrete 

as cluster concepts and considers abstractness a derivative property. A set of 

properties characterizes these clusters without privileging a single property as 

the sole basis of abstractness (or concreteness). This allows entities to be 

partially abstract and partially concrete, depending on which properties they 

instantiate. By prioritizing properties before categories, PSV offers a 

methodological shift from category questions to examination of property 

instantiation conditions and the structural connections that bind properties 

together. 

 

My argument proceeds in five parts. In Chapter 1, I characterize the standard 

view of the distinction based on Sam Cowling’s (2017) six theses and explore 

some versions of the distinction. Here, I conclude that primitivists overlook the 

partial success of reductionism, which makes their view less attractive than any 

account capable of accommodating this success. In Chapter 2, I focus on 

reductionist versions of the standard view and also criticize them for their 

insufficiency. Reductionists are right to treat certain properties as being related 

to abstractness (or concreteness), which explains their partial success; but they 

are wrong to treat these properties as necessary and sufficient, which explains 

their eventual failure. In Chapter 3, I evaluate views that reject at least one of 

the six theses that characterize the standard view, which I call non-standard 

views. Here, I discuss Cowling’s (2014) The Way of Actuality, Dumsday’s 

(2024) expansive primitivism, Hoffman and Rozenkrantz’s (2003) category 

primitivism, and Katz’s (1998) Tripartite Ontology and criticize each of them. 
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Then, in Chapter 4, I build the metaphysics for my alternative, which offers a 

non-absolute and derivative conceptualization of abstractness.  

 

Reconceptualizing the abstract and the concrete as cluster concepts, I argue that 

no single property can define these categories. To be abstract or concrete, 

accordingly, is to exhibit enough of the abstract or concrete properties (with 

some entities falling in between). This framework allows us to account for non-

paradigmatic entities and thereby resolve the dilemma that the traditional 

distinction faces. Finally, in Chapter 5, I apply PSV to the case study of abstract 

artifacts, and in particular, musical works, to demonstrate the explanatory 

advantages of my view in accounting for the simultaneous instantiation of 

seemingly incompatible properties. I examine three properties of being 

repeatable, being created, and being durational, which are commonly attributed 

to musical works under a creationist view, and argue that entities can directly 

instantiate the properties from both the abstract and the concrete clusters. This 

supports the conclusion that musical works, and other non-paradigmatic entities, 

are best understood as partially abstract and partially concrete entities. I end the 

discussion by comparing my view with two alternatives of Property Versatility 

and Katz’s Tripartite Ontology, and argue that PSV provides a superior solution 

to the problem of non-paradigmatic entities. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

 

THE STANDARD VIEW 

 

 

 

Among the most widely used—and, for some, most fundamental—ontological 

distinctions is the abstract-concrete distinction (Hoffman & Rosenkrantz, 2003, 

p. 46). Despite its wide usage in contemporary metaphysics, there is no single 

characterization of the distinction that is agreed upon by philosophers who use 

it. Nonetheless, there are some commonly assumed theses regarding the 

distinction, which characterize the standard view. In this chapter, following 

Cowling’s (2017) framework, I will portray the standard view and provide a list 

of accounts of the abstract-concrete distinction that are compatible with it. 

1.1 Six Theses  

 

Cowling (2017) characterizes the standard view of the abstract-concrete 

distinction in terms of a commitment to six theses: 1) exhaustiveness, 2) 

exclusivity, 3) absoluteness, 4) non-relationality, 5) spatiotemporal constancy, 

and 6) modal constancy. He argues that each of the six theses characterizes the 

distinction in some way and is commonly assumed by the majority of 
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philosophers. Following this route, any distinction compatible with these six 

theses will be considered an example of the standard view.  

1.1.1 Exhaustiveness & Exclusivity 

 

Exhaustiveness means there is not, and cannot be an entity that is outside of the 

abstract-concrete distinction: all actual and possible entities are in one of the 

two categories. On the other hand, exclusivity means that the category of the 

abstract is completely disjoint from the category of the concrete: no actual or 

possible entity is in both categories. They ensure that all of the entities are either 

abstract or concrete when applied together, putting a strict limitation on which 

properties these entities can have. 

1.1.2 Absoluteness 

 

Absoluteness means that abstractness or concreteness is not a matter of degree. 

Therefore, if an entity is concrete, then it is completely concrete and completely 

non-abstract. Similarly, if an entity is abstract, then it is completely abstract and 

completely non-concrete. There are no entities that have both concrete and 

abstract parts or properties. This feature is strongly related to the exclusivity 

since allowing abstractness and concreteness to come in degrees might mean 

that the categories of abstract and concrete are non-exclusive. 
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1.1.3 Non-Relationality 

 

Non-relationality means that being abstract or concrete is an intrinsic property 

of the entity, not one that depends on external relations.1 It is important to note 

that non-relationality is compatible with reductionist analyses of the distinction 

since this is about the intrinsic status of the abstractness of an entity, and 

reducing this status to a property wouldn’t imply it is relational to that property.  

1.1.4 Spatiotemporal and Modal Constancy 

 

Spatiotemporal and modal constancy theses are about the constancy of the 

entity’s abstract or concrete status, independent of the changes that might occur 

in the spatiotemporal locations or the possible world in which the entity is 

talked about. For the modal constancy part, if an entity is concrete, then it 

couldn’t be abstract in any possible world, and vice versa. Similarly, for the 

spatiotemporal constancy, if an entity is concrete at one point of space and time, 

then it is concrete at any other point of space and time.  

 

When these six theses are combined, the standard view posits that all entities are 

either absolutely abstract or absolutely concrete; this is an intrinsic feature about 

them, and there is no possibility that an entity’s abstractness or concreteness can 

change depending on its relation to space and time or possible worlds. Any view 

that violates at least one of these six will be considered a revised view. 

                                                
1Cowling explains this as follows (Cowling, 2017, pp. 70-71):  

‘’According to Non-Relationality, abstractness and concreteness are monadic properties, 

not relations like being abstract at or being concrete at that entities bear to worlds, times, or 

locations. Entities are therefore abstract (or concrete) simpliciter, not merely relative to 

some index.’’. 
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1.2 Competing Distinctions  

 

There are different ways of drawing the distinction in accordance with the six 

theses, meaning that there are different versions of the standard view.2 

Following Cowling (2017), I will talk about these three categories: 1) 

reductionists, 2) primitivists, and 3) eliminativists. 

1.2.1 Reductionism 

 

David Lewis (1986) claims that the abstract-concrete distinction is not as well-

established and self-explanatory as it seems (Lewis, 1986, pp. 81-82). Indeed, 

there are different ways of drawing the distinction. The ways Lewis mentions 

are 1) Way of Example, 2) Way of Conflation, 3) Way of Negation, and 4) Way 

of Abstraction. The last one will not be included here as it mainly deals with the 

epistemological aspect of the distinction.3 The Way of Example is merely 

providing some conventional examples of concrete and abstract entities such as 

numbers and chairs to give a general understanding; yet, the controversy 

regarding these entities themselves prevents us from progress (Lewis, 1986, pg. 

82). This is more of a framing for the discussion instead of an actual claim that 

the distinction is reducible to these examples.  

                                                
2 There are alternative ways of analysing the abstract-concrete distinction although I follow Cowling 

for simplicity. For alternatives, see Rosen (2012), Lowe (1995), Hoffman and Rosenkrantz (2003), 

Burgess and Rosen (1997), and Katz (1998). 
3 The Way of Abstraction is not included because arising out of Frege’s (1884) prominent work, it 

originally deals with the epistemological puzzle of knowing abstract entities despite the interaction 

problem between abstract and concrete by offering a mental process of abstraction (Rosen 2012). 

Although contemporary neo-Fregean accounts of Dummett (1991), Wright (1983) and Hale (1987) 

offers abstraction principles that are arguably independent of the mental process of abstraction, a 

meaningful discussion of neo-Fregean conceptions of abstraction requires a detailed examination of the 

empiricist background of the project and connections between the epistemological and metaphysical 

issues in terms of abstract entities, which is beyond the scope of this thesis.  
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Like the Way of Example, The Way of Conflation suggests using other well-

known distinctions such as the universal-particular distinction or sets-

individuals to match with the abstract-concrete distinction (Lewis, 1986, pg. 

83). As Cowling notes, this approach assumes a background ontology that 

would require an analysis for the distinction to give a neutral analysis for the 

abstract-concrete distinction to rest on (Cowling, 2014, pg. 235). This approach 

would either force us to accept the assumption of the ontological distinction that 

we rest the abstract-concrete distinction on or require an additional analysis to 

decide on the matter. However, an additional analysis would be giving an 

independent way of drawing the distinction, making the Way of Conflation 

unnecessary.   

 

The Negative Way distinguishes the abstract entities by emphasizing the 

features concrete entities have such as being spatiotemporally located, being 

causally efficacious, or being indiscernible from other entities (Lewis, 1986, p. 

83). These analyses have the advantage of providing a non-circular and 

informative explanation. However, sharing the same fate with many other 

reductionist accounts in philosophy, this means they face challenging 

counterexamples that will be investigated throughout Chapter 2 in detail.  

 

These negative features are the most common ways of drawing the abstract-

concrete distinction.4 I will follow Rosen’s (2012) categorization of these 

                                                
4 Especially not being spatiotemporally located as it is one of the most repeated criteria of 

distinguishing abstracta from concreta starting with Quine and Goodman (1947). 
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features as he calls Ways of Negation due to the fact that all rest on the same 

idea of considering abstractness by the lack of a particular property. These are 

reductive in the sense that they are reducing the distinction to the one property 

they are basing the distinction on and dividing all entities into the categories of 

abstract and concrete solely by looking for whether the entity in question has 

that particular property or not. As Ways of Negation is the most prominent 

version among reductionist views, this will be the centre of attention in the 

following Chapter 2. 

1.2.2 Primitivism and Eliminativism 

 

The eliminativist approach directly denies the distinction either by claiming it is 

devoid of meaning or that it is not possible to talk about the abstractness or 

concreteness of certain entities (Cowling, 2017, p. 98). Among eliminativist 

views, one traditionally common position is nominalism, according to which 

there are no abstract entities (Rosen, 2012). Since the discussion here assumes 

some version of Platonism to be true, the motivation to look for a principled 

way of distinguishing between abstract and concrete remains, along with the 

meaningfulness of the distinction for my purpose. Therefore, I won’t discuss 

nominalist and eliminativist challenges in further detail and restrict this 

discussion to finding a viable alternative for the abstract-concrete distinction.  

 

The other option, primitivism, is similar to reductionism since it accepts the 

abstract-concrete distinction. To avoid shortcomings of reductionism arising 

from looking for a particular property to rest on, primitivism claims that the 

distinction is not analyzable in terms of other properties, and it is conceptually 
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primitive. The abstractness (or concreteness) of entities is a brute fact about 

them (Cowling, 2017, p. 92). Dumsday provides three versions of primitivism: 

1) restrictive primitivism A, 2) restrictive primitivism C, and 3) expansive 

primitivism (Dumsday, 2024, p. 395). According to the first two versions, being 

abstract and being concrete are defined with a primitive characteristic unique to 

itself, and the other category is defined as the negative version of the first 

primitive category, such as being non-abstract or non-concrete. As the 

expansive primitivism option allows there to be entities outside of abstract and 

concrete, it will be discussed under Chapter 3, where revised views are 

discussed.  

 

In the restrictive versions, treating a category as unanalysable leaves us with a 

mysterious view where abstract entities are abstract (or concrete) without 

further explanation. This way, it ignores the fact that we have a good track of 

what kind of properties abstract and concrete entities happen to have, although 

no single reductive analysis seems to succeed. I argue we have reason to think 

the categories of abstract and concrete are in some way related to the properties 

that have been used in reductive views. Therefore, adopting the restrictive 

primitivist approach would be unfair to the partial successes of the reductive 

analyses by covering most of the entities conventionally classified as abstract or 

concrete. Unless we deny the relevance of these properties entirely, the partial 

success of reductionism remains to be accounted for. For this reason, 

primitivism should be less preferable to any theory that can account for that 

partial success while providing an independent explanation for what 

abstractness is.  
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CHAPTER 2 

 

 

PROBLEMS OF REDUCTIONISM 

 

 

 

The only viable options within the framework of the standard view are eliminativism, 

primitivism, and reductionism. Since I dismissed the versions of eliminativism and 

primitivism compatible with the standard view as insufficient, the only option 

remaining is reductionism. I argued that other versions of reductionism are not 

promising in Chapter 1; so, the focus will be on the Way of Negation. Following 

Cowling’s  (2017) conclusion, I will also argue that the reductionist views he 

discusses are insufficient: 1) Way of Location, 2) Way of Causation, 3) Way of 

Necessity, 4) Way of Complexity, 5) Way of Indiscernibility, 6) Way of Duplication, 

and 7) Way of Fundamentality. If the last option of the standard view, the Way of 

Negation, also fails, then it is reasonable to conclude that the standard view is not a 

good option to draw a successful abstract-concrete distinction. 

2.1 Spatiotemporal Location and Causal Efficacy 

 

The most common way of drawing the distinction between abstract and concrete 

entities rests on spatiotemporal location and causal efficacy. Spatiotemporal location 

is evaluated separately as spatial location or temporal location by some philosophers, 
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but here the focus will be on the combined version. Causal efficacy will also be 

discussed separately.5  

 

The reason Cowling considers spatiotemporal location as a single criterion is that this 

is compatible with the scientific usage of spatiotemporality in which they are 

conceptually bound together (Cowling, 2017, p. 77). The criterion states that an entity 

is abstract if and only if it lacks spatiotemporal location. Cowling uses the examples 

of located properties from Aristotelian immanent universals, impure sets, and tropes 

to argue that there might be some spatially or temporally located abstract entities, so 

that this criterion won’t be enough to account for them as long as we don’t want to 

categorize these entities as purely concrete by excluding their abstract aspects. 

Temporal location in this context means the entity is not outside of time and we can 

talk about the beginning and ending points of it.  

 

In the case of impure sets, they begin to exist at a particular time when their members 

begin to exist while they cease to exist if their members go out of existence, meaning 

that they have a temporal location. Therefore, either impure sets are concrete or a lack 

of spatiotemporal location is not enough to draw the distinction between abstract and 

concrete. There can be two solutions to avoid this conclusion: i) rejecting that impure 

sets have temporal location or ii) reducing the criterion to merely cover spatial 

location. For the first option, although there are countering views regarding whether 

impure sets are spatially co-located with their members or not, the rejection that 

impure sets have temporal location seems to undermine their existence, as the 

                                                
5 Causal efficacy is described more modestly as being causally relevant in some versions but here it 

will be taken as an ability to impose a direct causal impact unless stated otherwise.  
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members of impure sets definitely have temporal location.6 Otherwise, this criterion 

would require a meta-ontology where non-existent objects can be members of a set.7  

 

For similar worries, Hoffman and Rosenkrantz (2003, p. 48) emphasize that, all things 

being equal, a better analysis of the abstract-concrete distinction should allow the 

possibility that abstract entities can exist in time. One reason they have is that abstract 

entities such as properties get into relational Cambridge changes such as being 

exemplified at one time and not being exemplified at another time (Hoffman & 

Rosenkrantz, 2003, p. 49).8 This suggests that properties can get into at least some 

temporal relations, meaning they are not outside of time.  

 

The second option defines concrete entities as spatially located and abstract ones as 

not. Nurbay Irmak (2019, p. 1139) unwillingly takes this route when discussing how 

musical works can be abstract if they are created, following the idea that defining 

concreteness spatially means that musical works can be abstract and temporally 

located without a problem. As stated before, Cowling rejects this because separating 

space and time conflicts with scientific theory. Additionally, Hoffman and 

Rosenkrantz (2003, p. 47) argue that this criterion falsely implies that places and 

times are abstract since they themselves don’t occupy spatial locations, even though 

they are usually treated as concrete.9  

                                                
6 See, Cook (2012) for the negative view and Effingham (2012) for the positive view regarding the 

question of whether impure sets are located or not. 
7 This Meinongian meta-ontological position, despite being a conceptual possibility, will not be 

explored due to the scope of the thesis. 
8 As a further point regarding the drawback of this criterion, they add that the usual conception of 

universals within neo-Aristotelians such as Armstrong (1989) is that these entities are located where 

their instances are, implying both a spatial and a temporal relation.  
9 What they mean by places is points in space that are directly related to the spatial location they are 

identified with without occupying there. Their reason is as follows: If a place occupied a place, then an 

absurd infinite regress of places would be generated. Moreover, arguably, parallel considerations apply 

to times. (Hoffman & Rosenkrantz 2003, p. 47).  
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Another point is raised by Bob Hale (1987), who argues that there are certain abstract 

objects such as chess and languages that are non-spatial but temporal by having a 

certain history (Hale, 1987, p. 49). As he points out, distinguishing the history of 

these entities and Chess or the English language, respectively, as a set of rules or 

sentences might be one solution.10 This assumes a Platonistic conception of language 

and chess moves. However, Hale argues this reply is in sharp contrast with the way 

we talk about these entities in natural language, which makes it in contrast with our 

ordinary practices. I also think such a distinction is not plausible as it relies on these 

entities having a non-created existence. More remarks on why this is implausible will 

be made in Chapter 5. 

 

Lastly, consider the causal efficacy criterion. According to this view, an entity is 

abstract just in case it is causally inert, meaning it can’t cause or be caused. Cowling 

(2017, p. 80) notes that some abstract entities, like properties and propositions, are 

claimed to have causal roles when instantiated. Additionally, Cowling argues that the 

fact that impure sets can come into and go out of existence is a process that requires 

causal explanation. As he points out, it can be answered that the causal process 

involves the members of impure sets rather than the sets themselves. However, this 

explanation would mean that impure sets can exist without the existence of their 

members, which is a dubious result at best. 

 

Hale points out a more radical answer, arguing that other than restricting causality to 

physical causation, there is no good reason to think abstract entities have no causal 

                                                
10 See, Katz (1998) and Lowe (1995) for a defense of this position. 
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powers (Hale, 1987, p. 47). Indeed, certain philosophers believe in abstract entities 

such as songs, novels, states, or laws having causal impacts on people’s behaviors.11 

Meeting the intuition that reading an emotional book causes people to cry is not easy 

when abstract entities such as books are devoid of any causal relevance. 

 

Lastly, Hoffman and Rosenkrantz (2003, p. 50) argue that the causal efficacy criterion 

is problematic in both ways. For concrete entities, if individual substances are devoid 

of causal impact, as some argue, this criterion would classify individual substances as 

abstract. Similarly, for epiphenomenalists, it would mean that mental states are 

abstract entities due to their causal inertness. Again, this would be an implausible 

result as mental states are supposed to be causal outcomes of physical events taking 

place in the brain, although they don’t exert their causal influences on other entities. 

2.2 Necessary Existence 

 

It is commonly held that abstract entities exist necessarily. Following this insight, the 

criterion of necessary existence asserts that an entity is abstract if and only if it exists 

necessarily. However, impure sets have a non-necessary existence due to their 

members’ contingent existence. This criterion either results in impure sets having a 

necessary existence by allowing the possibility that non-existent objects are their 

members or impure sets are concrete.  

 

Moreover, the existence of in re universals implies that their existence is dependent 

on them being instantiated; therefore, they could not have existed as there can be 

                                                
11 For a defense, see Dodd (2007), Friedell (2020), Robinson (2014) and Thomasson (2008) among 

others. 
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possible worlds without a single instantiation of certain universals (Cowling, 2017, p. 

83). Therefore, according to this criterion, their contingency means these universals 

are concrete. Although this criterion seems to hold for more paradigmatic examples of 

abstract entities such as numbers, pure sets, or Platonistic universals, it fails to cover 

non-paradigmatic abstract entities.  

2.3 Complexity 

 

The criterion of complexity means that having parts that constitute the entity is what 

concrete entities have and abstract entities lack (Cowling, 2017, p. 84). Cowling notes 

that some theories propose complex abstract entities, such as structural universals. 

These are universals composed of multiple properties, e.g, Cowling provides the 

structural universal of being methane that has being carbon and being hydrogen as its 

parts (Cowling, 2017, p. 84). If this is the case, then complexity understood as having 

parts seems to fail initially by categorizing them as concrete.  

 

Here, Cowling first evaluates distinguishing between mereological and non-

mereological complexity since the example of structural universals provides only a 

non-mereological complexity (Cowling, 2017, p. 85). However, he argues against this 

suggestion with the example that sets have their subsets as parts in a mereologically 

complex way. This would lead us to categorize sets as concrete while categorizing 

structural universals as abstract due to their difference in mereological complexity, 

which results in an implausible way of drawing the abstract-concrete distinction.  

 

A more straightforward counter-example might be to consider non-complex entities 

like atoms, which are paradigmatically concrete. In that case, if we hold that 
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concreteness requires mereological complexity, then atomic particles with no parts 

would count as abstract. Moreover, as there are no universally accepted accounts of 

parthood or mereology to guide us towards mereological and non-mereological 

complexity, this criterion rests on shaky grounds from the beginning.  

2.4 Qualitative Indiscernibility and Duplicability 

 

According to the qualitative indiscernibility criterion, two concrete entities can be 

qualitatively identical yet distinct if they differ in at least one non-qualitative property 

while each abstract entity has a distinct intrinsic nature (Cowling, 2017, p. 88). 

Cowling cites Lewis’s (1986) observation that if the Principle of the Identity of 

Indiscernibles (PII) is adopted, this results in every entity being categorized in the 

same way according to that criterion as there are no two qualitatively indiscernible 

entities if PII is true. If PII is not adopted, then Cowling points out a counterexample 

from impure sets. Think of two impure sets with qualitatively indiscernible members. 

Both sets are abstract, yet they have the same qualitative properties. According to the 

criterion of qualitative indiscernibility, impure sets having the same qualitative 

properties make them concrete entities, a result we were trying to avoid.  

 

To avoid this, Cowling believes the duplicability criterion presents a weaker 

proposition as two perfect duplicates can have different non-qualitative intrinsic 

natures while being qualitatively indiscernible. According to that criterion, an entity is 

abstract just in case there can’t be a duplicate of it. Cowling (2017, pp. 88-89) gives 

examples of abstract entities that are qualitatively indiscernible such as impure sets 

with qualitatively indiscernible members or numbers, and argues that duplicability 

requires there to be a vast amount of qualitative intrinsic properties for each abstract 
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entity to prevent the possibility of there being a duplicate of them, which is a highly 

costly solution.  

2.5 Instantiating Fundamental Properties 

 

This criterion holds that an abstract entity has no parts instantiating a fundamental 

property (Cowling, 2017, p. 91). What is meant by a fundamental property in this 

context is tailored particularly for them to fit only concrete entities. Cowling 

charitably suggests that fundamental properties might be “natural properties” such as 

mass or charge. However, the explanation of what makes a property natural in this 

context is underdeveloped. This yields a problematic bias: only properties instantiated 

by paradigmatic physical entities are likely to count as fundamental. As a result, the 

criterion risks being circular by presupposing the abstract–concrete distinction it is 

supposed to explain. Instead, it should be a matter of discussion whether natural 

properties are restricted to physicality, being observable, or maybe predicates used in 

our best scientific theories.  

 

It also results in problematic categorization for some non-paradigmatic entities. 

Consider holes and absences. These are arguably immaterial entities; thus, lacking 

mass, charge, or other standard natural properties.12 If we follow the fundamentality 

criterion strictly, then such entities must be classified as abstract, despite exhibiting 

several features associated with concrete entities. This result is unappealing. A more 

plausible conclusion is that the fundamental property criterion is too restrictive and 

                                                
12 Contrary to the majority, Kristie Miller (2007) considers holes as material entities; however, the type 

of materiality Miller is arguing for is different from what is understood as occupying a certain space. 

So, I won’t get into this discussion but rather assume that holes are immaterial at least in the 

conventional sense that they don’t occupy a certain space by preventing other physical entities from 

being co-located, which is enough for the purpose here. 
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excludes certain concrete entities by defining fundamentality in a way that can only 

be fulfilled by physical entities. 

 

In this section, I have assumed that the success of the standard view relies on the 

success of reductionist offers and provided certain counterviews arising out of less 

paradigmatic examples. So far, these examples were impure sets, in re universals, 

structural properties, Chess, English language, holes, mental states, times, and places. 

As it is not possible to cover detailed discussions of all these examples, I mostly 

avoided the controversies regarding them. Nevertheless, I will provide a more detailed 

discussion of the musical works, which is an example I will be using for an applied 

discussion in Chapter 5.  In the next Chapter 3, I will discuss whether revised views 

that reject at least one of the six theses of the standard view can succeed or not.  

  



20 

 

 

CHAPTER 3 

 

 

REVISED VIEWS 

 

 

 

In previous chapters, I argued that certain entities pose problems for the standard view 

of the abstract-concrete distinction. Now, I will discuss views that are not committed 

to the six theses and consider if they fare better at this task. I will call any such view a 

revised view and focus on the most promising versions of them: 1) the Way of 

Actuality, 2) Expansive Primitivism, and 3) the Tripartite Ontology.  

3.1 The Way of Actuality  

 

Cowling (2014) proposes a distinction between abstract and concrete entities based on 

modality by claiming that abstractness or concreteness is a relational property 

depending on whether an entity is actual or not in the context it is referred to. 

Therefore, any actual entity is concrete but only relationally so. This view holds an 

indexical understanding of actuality in which possible worlds are actual relative to an 

index. Since this account allows an entity to be abstract in one world and concrete in 

another, it rejects non-relationality and modal constancy theses of the standard view 

(Cowling, 2014, p. 238).   
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Cowling explains the relationality of abstractness by entities’ being worldmates of 

each other:  “ (...) an object x is abstract relative to an object y if and only if x is not a 

worldmate of y.” (Cowling, 2014, p. 238). He defines the worldmate relation as two 

entities mutually having all of their parts spatiotemporally related to each other. As 

Cowling notes, this account works well with the conventional examples of abstract 

objects that are traditionally considered to be outside of spatiotemporality, such as 

mathematical entities, which ensures that there can be no worldmate of a 

mathematical entity.13  

 

At first glance, the way of actuality seems to offer no specific property but rests on 

actuality as the only criterion. However, since Cowling’s analysis of actuality depends 

on the notion of being worldmate with other entities, this account has a relation with 

the spatiotemporal location criterion, with additional restrictions that the 

spatiotemporal location should only be in the actual world and in relation to other 

entities there. This risks being vulnerable to the same criticisms used against the 

spatiotemporal location criterion. To avoid this, Cowling adds that his notion of the 

worldmate relation between entities x and y also requires that every part of x and 

every part of y has to be spatiotemporally related (Cowling, 2014, p. 240).14 This way, 

in re universals are not classified as concrete since some of their parts wouldn’t be 

                                                
13 Following this, he distinguishes two kinds of abstract entities: 1) abstract entities that can never have 

worldmate relations with any entity and 2) abstract entities that are worldmate with some entities in 

other worlds. While the first category is ‘platonic’ in the sense that they are abstract in relation to every 

possible world, other abstract entities are abstract in respect to some possible worlds but not all. This 

distinction is crucial to treat abstractness as a relational property. 
14 His formal definition is as follows: 

(...) two entities, x and y, are worldmates if and only if every part of x is spatiotemporally 

(or analogically spatiotemporally) related to every part of y and, for all z such that x is 

related in this way to z, y is also related in this way to z. (Cowling, 2014, p. 240)  
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spatiotemporally related to actual entities and therefore fitting the criterion of being 

abstract. 

 

This solution works well for saving abstract entities that have spatiotemporal relations 

yet fail to explain a subset of such entities that can’t have spatiotemporal relations 

with entities in possible worlds. Think of an impure set that has a member that exists 

only in the actual world. Since an impure set of this sort wouldn’t have any 

spatiotemporal relations in possible worlds due to its members’ being limited to the 

actual world, it would be classified as concrete according to that criterion. Similarly, 

created abstracts such as musical works seem to have spatiotemporal relations only in 

the actual world due to being bound with their creators. Therefore, Cowling’s solution 

is limited to saving abstract entities that are capable of having spatiotemporal relations 

with entities in possible worlds but fail at ones that don’t have such capacity. 

3.2 Expansive Primitivism 

 

Dumsday (2024) offers an expansive version of primitivism as the existence of neither 

abstract nor concrete entities seems possible. His expansive primitivism allows 

additional categories other than abstract and concrete and therefore rejects the 

exhaustiveness thesis.15 

 

This view might allow non-conventional abstract and concrete objects into our 

ontology by categorizing them under an additional primitive category. Similarly, 

                                                
15 In Dumsday’s words:  “(...) expansive primitivism with respect to the abstract vs concrete divide 

entails at least the epistemic possibility of there being categories over and above the abstract and the 

concrete.” (Dumsday, 2024, p. 396).    
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Cowling notes that primitivists who accept only conventional abstract entities such as 

mathematical entities or universals believe that these all homogeneously share the 

cluster of properties (ones used in reductionist views) associated with abstractness. 

So, primitivists who accept expansive platonism with abstract entities lacking some of 

such properties would have to explain how a primitive category has a heterogeneous 

nature (Cowling, 2017, p. 101). For this, Dumsday mentions the epistemic possibility 

of there being other primitive categories and treats this possibility as a way to 

undermine the exhaustiveness and exclusiveness thesis of the standard distinction. He 

argues that if the remaining options for explaining these non-paradigmatic entities are 

the versions of primitivism, including the expansive version, then it makes sense to at 

least doubt exhaustiveness and exclusiveness since expansive primitivism allows the 

possibility of there being neither concrete nor abstract entities (Dumsday, 2024, p. 

397).  

 

If Dumsday is right, rejecting exclusiveness might be helpful to categorize entities 

with both abstract and concrete associated properties. However, the same problem of 

primitivism’s inability to explain how certain properties almost completely explains 

the whole category of abstract or concrete entities remains. This problem can be 

solved if either i) properties that have been discussed in reductionism are proved to be 

irrelevant to the entity’s being abstract or concrete, or ii) primitivists reject non-

conventional examples of abstract entities and provide a given set of properties that 

all abstract entities share homogeneously.  

 

For option (i), the burden of proof has to be on primitivists since it seems prima facie 

plausible to consider some properties as shared by most abstract entities. Even if it is 
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rejected that there is no particular property enough to draw the full distinction, there 

can still be some properties relevant to specifying certain types of abstract entities 

within the broader non-homogeneous category of abstract. Then, the task of 

primitivism is to either show how these properties are completely useless for the task 

of specifying any abstract entity. Alternatively, they can make a more moderate claim 

that these properties, although being relevant, don’t fully explain abstractness. The 

first option is a hard task that seems to be refuted by the partial success of 

reductionism in detecting the status of paradigmatic entities. So, the second option has 

a better chance; however, primitivism is still a view that is to be preferred relative to 

any view that has an independent explanation for what abstractness is.  

 

The option (ii) wouldn’t provide any solution but merely eliminate any entity that is 

not compatible with the account, an ad hoc move. Moreover, it means primitivism has 

no additional explanatory power regarding non-paradigmatic entities compared to 

reductionist accounts. If it can’t provide an account that can cover these entities, there 

remains no good reason to accept the cost of adopting a theory with no explanations.   

3.3 Hoffman & Rosenkrantz’s Primitivism 

 

Another version of primitivism worth discussing is what Hoffman & Rosenkrantz 

propose by providing hierarchical categories of ontology.16 According to them, the 

most general category is being an Entity (Level A), followed by the classical 

distinction between Abstract and Concrete entities, which constitutes Level B. From 

                                                
16 To clarify, they don’t explicitly consider their view to be primitivist. Also, the formula they provide 

sounds reductionist. However, this view is primitivist about the entities’ memberships to the level C 

categories by assuming that which entity belongs to which level C category is intuitive and doesn't 

need further explanation. 
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there, Abstract and Concrete categories are subdivided into Level C categories. For 

example, Concrete has Substance, Place, and Time while Abstract has Property, 

Relation, and Set. Relying on these categories, they offer a distinction as follows:  

An entity x is concrete if and only if x is an instance of a level C category which 

could be instantiated by some entity y which has spatial or temporal parts; and 

an entity z is abstract if and only if z is not concrete. (Hoffman & Rosenkrantz, 

2003, p. 51).  

What this definition means is that entity x is concrete if there could be at least one 

other entity y with spatial or temporal parts belonging to the same Level C category 

that x belongs to.  

 

Since the criteria for category membership are not further analysed, whether an entity 

is concrete depends on its intuitive placement in a Level C category. It is in this sense 

that I considered that view to be a version of primitivism, as it is not specified why 

any entity belongs to a certain level C category. This is not a problem for reductionist 

views since the informativeness of the abstract-concrete distinction is drawn 

elsewhere, such as the reduced property. However, since whether the entity is abstract 

or not is exactly determined from the category it belongs to, this is the first 

information we need for having a principled answer within this view. For example, 

whether we categorize a chess game as abstract or concrete depends on which level C 

category it is placed in. It would be concrete if it were put in the Event category and it 

would be abstract if it were put in the Type category. Therefore, for this view to be 

informative, it requires a guiding principle that helps us to classify entities into level 

C categories. 
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Moreover, this view classifies level C categories as concrete or not depending on one 

of their members’ spatiotemporal relations. This reduction is risky because even if 

just a few abstract entities have spatiotemporal relations, this makes all the members 

of that category concrete. For example, if impure sets are located wherever their 

members are, then all members of Sets, including pure sets, become concrete because 

of impure sets’ membership to the same level C category Sets. This is an implausible 

conclusion for any abstract-concrete distinction. In conclusion, without good guidance 

on how to categorize entities into level C categories and overgeneralizing due to a 

single member’s spatiotemporal relations, this account risks both arbitrariness and 

imprecise categorization. 

3.4 Tripartite Ontology  

 

Katz (1998) offers a third ontological category alongside abstract and concrete to 

cover entities with both abstract and concrete properties. He calls this category 

composite objects. Therefore, the world consists of concrete, abstract, and now 

additionally composite objects (Katz, 1998, p. 141). According to Katz, entities such 

as the equator and impure sets have mathematical properties that concrete objects 

don’t have, but like concrete objects, they are neither eternal nor necessary beings. 

Therefore, covering them in our ontology requires a new heterogeneous category 

including entities composed of both abstract and concrete components, which means 

the rejection of the exhaustiveness thesis. 
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3.4.1 Composite Objects 

 

The core of Katz’s alternative ontology rests on the idea of there being objects with 

composite structures. He describes composite objects as objects that have both 

abstract and concrete components with a creative relation holding between them 

(Katz, 1998, p. 142). Then, Katz’s main task is to draw a principled distinction 

between creative and uncreative abstract-concrete relations. 

 

Unfortunately, Katz mostly relies on intuition by claiming we know when there is a 

new entity resulting from these relations and starts explaining what caused this new 

entity to come into existence. Impure sets, the equator, and the linguistic entities are 

used to explain different types of creative relations present in these cases. 

Respectively, these relations are i) the containment relation and ii) the type/token 

relation. Since Katz puts more discussion into the type/token relation, it will be the 

focus here.  

3.4.2 Type/Token Relation 

 

Katz claims that all type/token relations are creative; therefore, all tokens are 

composite objects, though there can be composite objects that are not tokens. Here, 

Katz wants to differentiate the type/token relation from the instantiation relation since 

he considers the latter an uncreative relation (Kaufman, 2002, p. 224). He argues that 

the shared properties between types and tokens and universals and particulars are 

different. Type/token relations involve intentionality such as the linguistic types and 

their token sentences or the creation of artifacts (Katz, 1998, p. 153). The involvement 

of intentionality is not necessary itself but plays a role in certain cases for transmitting 
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abstract properties of the type to the token.17 These properties are shared by the type 

and its tokens because the relation between them entails that if one of them has it, 

then the other one has it as well (Katz, 1998, p. 154). Katz emphasizes that the 

resulting entity is a composite object capable of carrying the abstract property while 

its concrete component can’t. As a result of this account, every token is a composite 

object: “When an abstract type is tokened, the composite object, the token, 

copossesses the properties and relations in the structure of the abstract object 

component, the type, but the concrete object component does not enter into the 

copossession relation.” (Katz, 1998, p. 155).  

 

Transmission of properties is related to the important distinction that comes from the 

idea that tokens and types share properties while universals and particulars don’t. For 

example, a yellow shirt as a concrete object has the property of being yellow while the 

property yellow is not itself yellow; therefore, this is not a creative relation but a mere 

instantiation of the universal yellow. On the other hand, the black ink in the shape that 

is orthographically presented as ‘’sarı‘’ on a notebook doesn’t have the property of 

having the meaning ‘’yellow‘’ but only the word ‘’sarı‘’ as a token has this. As a result, 

token and type share the property of having the same meaning. This co-possession of 

properties is used to distinguish creative and uncreative relations. 

 

The main point in Katz's discussion of different creative relations and intentionality is 

that all creative relations require relevant metaphysical relations to hold among the 

components, whether it is a type/token relation, a containment relation, or some other 

relation that is not discussed here.  

                                                
17 Katz rests this idea on Wollheim’s (1968) notion of the transmitted properties (Katz, 1998, p. 154).  
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3.4.3 Problems of Creative Relations 

 

Katz’s account needs creative relations as it allows composite objects to exist. 

Without explaining how creative relations occur, his account is at best dubious. One 

way he tries that is through the type/token relations discussed above. Kaufman argues 

against this option by claiming that there is no reason to think all type/token relations 

provide a transmission of property (Kaufman, 2002, pp. 226-27). There are some 

types such as the mental state types in which their tokens have the ability of getting 

into a causal relation while the mental state types themselves have no such property.18 

If copossession of properties is not present in all tokening relations, it can’t be the 

basis of the creative relation holding between types and tokens.  

 

Let’s assume this is not the case and all tokening relations transmit properties. 

Kaufman argues that the examples Katz uses are similar to putting eggs, sugar, and 

flour in the same bowl and claiming there is a new entity over and above the 

ingredients. He argues that the reasonable reason to accept that there is a new entity 

above its parts is when there is at least one predicate that the new entity has, but none 

of the parts has (Kaufman, 2002, p. 228). Kaufman insists that each component has its 

own predicates without the whole having a new predicate in the case of the equator, 

an example Katz uses. While the circle has all the abstract properties such as being 

equidistant from the center or having a diameter equal to twice its radius, the surface 

of the earth has the concrete properties such as having been crossed many times or 

lying between the North and South poles (Kaufman, 2002, p. 228). This shows that 

                                                
18 The example Kaufman gives to explain this point is that the mental state token of being hungry has 

the ability of getting into the causal relation which results in one eating some food by its relation to the 

mental state type of being hungry; yet, this causal property of the token can’t be transmitted by the type 

as types are not causal entities (Kaufman, 2002, pp. 224-25).  
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there is no new predicate that needs explaining through an additional entity other than 

the properties such as being a composite object or being heterogeneous, which 

already assumes the additional entity that we look for explanations for (Kaufman, 

2002, p. 229).19  

 

Kaufman’s criticism has the merit of showing the mysterious aspect of the creative 

relation occurring in Katz’s account. Contrary to causal relations such as chemical 

reactions occurring in ordinary composition cases, there seems to be no real relation 

holding between the components of Katz’s composite objects. Katz thinks that the 

tokening relations play the role of chemical reactions in the case of composite objects 

by transmitting properties but it is not clear how this transmission works and whether 

tokening relations are always helpful in this task.  

3.4.4 Redundancy of Composite Objects 

 

There is no doubt there are crucial problems regarding the idea of creative relations in 

Katz’s account. On the other hand, there is still the problem of redundancy for the 

Tripartite Ontology view, even if we grant Katz creative relations.  

 

The purpose of Katz is to make sense of entities with both abstract and concrete 

properties. However, doing this by positing an additional entity and resultantly an 

additional ontological category is a justifiable move only if there is no simpler 

explanation. As I will argue in Chapter 4, accepting that entities are only derivatively 

                                                
19 Kaufman’s criticism is good at pointing out the part that requires additional explanation of why we 

should believe there is a new entity but his criterion can’t be taken strictly without being suspicious of 

all composition cases. We regularly consider predicates as ‘being a complex entity’ as new predicates 

applying to ordinary complex objects and this does not seem problematic unless we are committed to 

mereological nihilism. 
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abstract or concrete allows us to explain these entities without an additional category. 

Shortly, entities can have both abstract and concrete properties, as these are properties 

that can be held partially. There is no need to preserve the absoluteness of the 

‘separate‘ parts’ abstractness or concreteness through positing an additional entity with 

homogenous components. The equator can be partially concrete and partially abstract 

if we consider its abstractness and concreteness as something it derives from concrete 

and abstract properties it instantiates. This is a simpler move as it requires no 

additional ontological category of composite objects. The equator is identical to a 

combination of what Katz claims to be distinct components. This way, it also doesn’t 

need these parts as separate entities.  

 

In conclusion, Katz's account of creative relations is not complete without a full 

account of creative relations, and thereby it is not a reliable guide. Even granting 

creative relations, it is possible to have a simpler ontology by paying attention to the 

role of properties in explaining abstractness and concreteness. This way, entities such 

as the equator are partly abstract and concrete without a new ontological category. In 

the following Chapter 4, I will provide a revised view that is motivated by this idea.     
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CHAPTER 4  

 

 

THE PROPERTY SPECTRUM VIEW 

 

 

 

In previous chapters, I evaluated both standard and revised accounts of the abstract–

concrete distinction and argued that none adequately accommodate non-paradigmatic 

entities such as impure sets, musical works, chess games, and in re universals. As it is 

demonstrated, problems of the abstract–concrete distinction are not new. However, I 

think the root problems have not been properly diagnosed, which are two: 1) the 

assumed non-derivativeness of abstractness, which rejects the role of the properties in 

the determination of an entity’s status, and 2) the resulting absoluteness of the 

abstractness or the concreteness. I propose a view that rejects them. Additionally, 

from what is discussed in Chapters 2 and 3, it can be inferred that a successful 

alternative must have the conceptual tools to account for non-paradigmatic entities 

and to provide an independent, non-primitive explanation for the distinction. The 

Property Spectrum View (PSV) meets both criteria by allowing partial abstractness to 

account for non-paradigmatic entities and by providing an independent explanation 

through the introduction of cluster concepts.  
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4.1 The Core Tenets of PSV  

 

The standard view’s commitment to absoluteness, the claim that entities are either 

purely abstract or purely concrete, precludes the possibility of having partial status. 

This is precisely why it fails to account for non-paradigmatic entities that instantiate 

both abstract and concrete properties. In the case of reductionist views, only one 

property is considered relevant. This is unmotivated, considering that our ordinary 

understanding of abstractness is guided precisely by properties we consider to be 

associated with it. Instead of rejecting the relevance of properties in determining an 

entity’s status or reducing it to a single property, a successful conceptualization 

should recognize the role played by different properties.  

 

The incompatibility of these properties is assumed by the traditionally exclusive 

conceptualization of the abstract and concrete categories, which prevents any 

interaction between them.20 Rejecting non-derivativeness and absoluteness 

assumptions changes the situation. If abstractness is derived from properties an entity 

instantiates, then an entity that instantiates both abstract and concrete properties can 

derive both abstractness and concreteness to a certain extent, having a partial (non-

absolute) status. This enables us to explain the relations between abstractness and 

concreteness. The view I offer renders these interactions possible, with the following 

features:   

 

(1) Property Classification: All properties are abstractness-inducing or 

concreteness-inducing. 

                                                
20 Kaufman (2002, p. 230) makes a similar point. 
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(2) Derivativeness: No entity is non-derivatively abstract or concrete; 

the status of an entity is derived from the properties it instantiates.  

 

(3) Gradualness: An entity is purely abstract (or purely concrete) iff all 

properties it instantiates are abstract (or concrete); otherwise, its status is 

a matter of degree.  

 

The first feature claims that properties are divided into abstractness-inducing and 

concreteness-inducing properties (henceforth, abstract and concrete properties). 

Whether a property counts as abstract or concrete depends on its characteristic 

patterns of co-instantiation with other properties. A detailed explanation of this 

distinction is provided in 4.2.1, where I introduce the notion of property clusters.  

 

The second feature holds that abstractness is always a derivative property. An entity is 

not non-derivatively abstract or concrete; rather, its status depends on the properties it 

instantiates. Even paradigmatically concrete or abstract entities owe their absolute 

status to the fact that all the properties they instantiate belong to the same cluster. 

Likewise, the abstractness or concreteness of properties also depends on which 

patterns of co-instantiation they exhibit. 

 

The third feature explains how the categorization accommodates partially abstract 

entities, those that instantiate properties from both clusters. This allows degrees of 

abstractness (or concreteness): some entities may be more or less abstract (or 

concrete) than others. How to precisely measure partial abstractness (concreteness) is 

a tricky question. My hunch is that an entity’s degree of abstractness (concreteness) is 
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a function of both (i) the centrality of its abstract (concrete) properties to the abstract 

(concrete) cluster, and (ii) the way in which those properties are instantiated. A full 

account lies beyond the scope of this paper, but the resulting picture is a spectrum on 

which entities are grouped into different regions, reflecting the degree of abstractness 

(or concreteness) they possess.   

4.2 Metaphysics of PSV 

 

The account developed in this paper relies on several distinctions regarding 

properties: whether they are abstract or concrete; whether they are directly or 

indirectly instantiated; and whether they are central or peripheral. I provide a 

metaphysical framework for properties by explaining these distinctions and 

connecting this framework to my earlier claim that entities are abstract or concrete 

derivatively. There can be logical, conceptual, or natural limitations on which 

properties an entity can instantiate, but a limitation from the metaphysics of the 

abstract–concrete distinction is not one of them. 

4.2.1 Abstract and Concrete as Property Clusters 

 

I claim that all properties can be classified as being abstract or concrete. But what 

does it mean for a property to be abstract or concrete? On this account, these labels 

track only the tendencies properties have to be co-instantiated with one property 

cluster rather than another. Certain properties are regularly instantiated together. For 

example, being spatiotemporally located, being causally efficacious, and being 

contingent are often co-instantiated by a single entity. The same is true for properties 

such as being repeatable, being necessary, and being a number. These are two broad 
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groups of properties that are clustered together in the ordinary operation of things. 

These two property groups correspond to what we traditionally call ‘abstract’ and 

‘concrete’. Therefore, when I use 'abstract' or 'concrete' to label properties, this refers 

to their clustering tendencies, without presupposing any primitive or non-derivative 

abstractness or concreteness. Nothing more is meant by abstract and concrete labels 

beyond these co-instantiation tendencies.  

 

The fact that instantiating one property from a cluster significantly raises the 

likelihood of instantiating other properties from the same cluster explains the success 

of reductionist methodology in identifying paradigmatic entities. By reducing 

concreteness to a single central property within the concrete cluster, reductionists 

reliably track most paradigmatic concrete entities. Indeed, reductionist views are 

partially correct. For example, they are not mistaken in thinking that the property of 

being spatiotemporally located is related to concreteness. Instead, the mistake lies in 

treating it as the only property that determines concreteness, while ignoring the 

broader cluster. The primary motivation of PSV is to avoid this mistake by explaining 

the abstract and concrete properties in terms of clusters, without treating any single 

property as necessary or sufficient for abstractness (or concreteness).  

 

The notion of homeostatic property clusters (HPCs), borrowed from Richard Boyd’s 

works on natural kinds, offers a helpful framework for understanding the categories of 

abstract and concrete as clusters of properties.21 According to cluster realism, 

membership in a category is defined not by a set of necessary and sufficient 

conditions, but rather by a cluster of properties, where no single property is 

                                                
21 See, Boyd (1988, 1999a, 1999b) 
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individually sufficient or necessary (Bird & Tobin, 2009). They explain the reason 

behind clustering as ‘underlying internal mechanisms’ that lead some properties to co-

occur (Bird & Tobin, 2009; Wilson, 1999, p. 197).  

 

In the case of biological kinds, Boyd (1999a) appeals to the notion of homeostasis to 

explain what internal mechanisms lead properties to co-occur. However, the idea of a 

cluster concept is not conceptually restricted to any particular mechanism; what 

matters is that some mechanism results in a family of properties whose co-

instantiation supports inductive and explanatory practices for the category and its 

members (Boyd, 1999b, p. 69). In this respect, the idea of cluster concepts can be 

applied to both abstract and concrete categories, since the co-instantiation patterns 

among properties are robust while allowing for exceptions. 

 

I do not offer a complete account of the mechanism that generates the abstract and 

concrete clusters, since my view does not require committing to a particular one. The 

PSV framework is compatible with different possible mechanisms, so long as they 

yield abstract and concrete clusters. Nevertheless, one way to think about how 

concrete or abstract properties may form a cluster is to appeal to structural 

connections grounded in their instantiation conditions, rather than to a causal 

mechanism, such as homeostasis, as in the case of biological kinds.  

 

Consider, for example, the paradigmatic instantiation conditions of the following 

concrete properties. Plausibly, a sufficient condition for being causally relevant is the 

capacity to exert a physical impact. Similarly, being spatiotemporally located is 

widely considered a sufficient condition for the capacity to exert physical impact. 
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Given this, the properties of being causally relevant and being spatiotemporally 

located are more likely to be co-instantiated by the same entities because of their 

shared necessary and sufficient conditions of instantiation. This broad intuition can be 

formalized as follows:  

 

Structural Connections: If F and G are two distinct, non-identical 

properties that share a necessary or sufficient instantiation condition, this 

raises the likelihood of the co-occurrence of F and G in varying degrees.   

 

It can be argued that this mechanism works only for concrete properties but fails to 

account for abstract ones, as properties of abstract entities lack causal powers (Audi, 

2016, p. 834). However, the idea of a structural connection does not require causal 

power. For there to be a structural connection between abstract properties, it is enough 

that they share necessary or sufficient instantiation conditions. Consider the properties 

being divisible by six and being divisible by eight. As both properties share the 

necessary condition of being divisible by two, there is a structural connection between 

them, making it structurally more likely for these two properties to be instantiated 

together without the involvement of causality.  

 

The non-necessary nature of cluster concepts allows properties to be instantiated 

exceptionally. Non-paradigmatic entities represent the exception cases that create 

confusion for a theorist who assumes an additional metaphysical law governing the 

interactions between these properties and treats these connections as necessary. Once 

these connections are treated as robust tendencies rather than exceptionless laws, it 
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becomes evident, once again, why reductionist views succeed in accounting for 

paradigmatic cases but fail to deal with non-paradigmatic entities.  

 

In the formation of clusters, certain properties, such as being spatiotemporally located 

or being causally efficacious, play a more central role than others due to their more 

frequent co-instantiation. This centrality arises because they often function as 

necessary conditions for the instantiation of many other properties. In contrast, 

peripheral properties, such as being made of metal, are co-instantiated less frequently 

because they exhibit fewer structural connections.22 Because central properties have 

many structural connections to properties within the cluster, they significantly 

increase the likelihood that an entity will instantiate additional properties from the 

same cluster. Consequently, central properties exert a greater influence on an entity’s 

degree of partial abstractness or concreteness.23  

4.2.2 Independent and Dependent Versions of Properties 

 

Predicates can be satisfied by different conditions, either directly or indirectly. To 

clarify how PSV handles these different modes of property instantiation, I distinguish 

between independent and dependent versions of properties. Consider a red apple. An 

apple’s being red is grounded in physical relations with light, which is structurally 

connected to concrete properties and therefore clustered with them. This is an 

                                                
22 This may lead one to think that one of these central properties is a necessary condition for all of the 

others, implying a hierarchy between them. However, since I rejected the option that there might be a 

single property as the basis of all other properties through consideration of the most prominent 

reductionist views, positing a hierarchy based on higher frequency of instantiation wouldn’t have an 

apparent theoretical advantage. So, there is no need to consider this option once again. 
23 The central-peripheral distinction between properties and the corresponding influence these 

properties has in determining abstractness (or concreteness) may not be the only element that explains 

the degrees of abstract-concrete status entities have. This discussion is kept short due to length 

considerations, yet that requires further discussion. 
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example of a direct instantiation of being red. However, there can also be an indirect 

instantiation of being red, which occurs when the inheritance relation between two 

entities, x and y, holds, and an entity x instantiates the property F in virtue of y’s 

instantiation of F. For example, it can be argued that the Red Flag as a type is red 

through inheriting it from its instances (Wollheim, 1968, pp. 75-76). At first glance, 

this might appear to be an instantiation of a concrete property by an abstract entity. 

Yet, I argue that cases in which a concrete (or abstract) property is indirectly 

instantiated result in merely weak or non-genuine cases of non-paradigmatic entities. 

Because the instantiation conditions of the inherited property are so different and 

cluster with different properties, it should be considered a distinct property.  

 

Let us call a property independent when it is directly instantiated under paradigmatic 

conditions, and, contrarily, call it dependent when it is indirectly instantiated by 

inheritance so that it is ontologically dependent on the independent version. 

Independent versions are clustered by abstract or concrete properties, depending on 

the kinds of structural relations their instantiation conditions have with other 

properties. However, dependent versions are more likely to be clustered with the 

opposite group of properties because their instantiation conditions differ significantly 

from those of the independent version. In the case of being red, while the instantiation 

conditions of the independent version are spatiotemporal, a Red Flag’s instantiation of 

the dependent version through inheritance requires a metaphysical relation between 

the type and the token. So, while the former clusters with other spatiotemporally 

related properties, the latter clusters with properties that are instantiated by entities 

that can inherit from their instances.  
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There are three problems with not making a distinction between properties depending 

on their mode of instantiation: (i) this makes the cases of co-predication unintelligible, 

(ii) it either violates Leibniz’s Law, or (iii) requires a commitment to disjunctive 

properties, all of which are implausible outcomes in the absence of a good reason.  

 

The first problem is that it is possible for an entity to instantiate both versions of the 

property, which is impossible unless these are really distinct properties. If they were 

the same property, then an entity that instantiates them both would instantiate the 

same property twice, and so there should be a kind of redundancy. But, there is not. 

Consider the printed copy of Crime and Punishment, which instantiates the property 

of being created by Dostoevsky by inheriting it through the book as a type. Now, 

compare the case of a handwritten copy of Crime and Punishment, produced by 

Dostoevsky himself. This handwritten copy would also instantiate the property of 

being created by Dostoevsky by inheriting it through the book as a type. However, by 

virtue of having been handwritten by Dostoevsky, it instantiates the property of being 

created by Dostoevsky in a direct way as well. Not making a distinction between the 

corresponding properties for these two conditions forces us to say that the handwritten 

copy and the printed copies have the same property of creation, which obscures an 

essential difference between them. To account for this difference, we must treat the 

so-called dependent and independent versions of a property as distinct properties. 

 

The second option is to take both conditions as the same, belonging to a single 

property. However, treating properties with different instantiation conditions as 

identical violates Leibniz's Law, as long as property identity involves instantiation 

conditions. The real definition of any property should involve its constituents (Rosen, 
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2015, p. 190).24 Here, I assume that the conditions of a property to be instantiated are 

at least part of these constituents. From this intuition, I propose the following 

constraint on property identity:  

 

Property Identity Principle (PIP): For any two properties, F and G, if the       

instantiation conditions of F and G are not the same, then F ≠ G.25 

 

Following PIP, independent and dependent versions of properties are distinct 

properties due to different instantiation conditions, although the latter is ontologically 

dependent on the former. Therefore, treating them as the same property violates 

Leibniz’s Law.  

 

For (iii), combining the direct and indirect conditions as one property risks creating 

disjunctive properties due to their significantly different instantiation conditions. If so, 

entities that instantiate them separately will not be alike. This reduces their usefulness 

as a central feature of any genuine property is to ensure a certain degree of similarity 

between their bearers (Audi, 2013). Additionally, disjunctive properties would not 

exhibit clustering tendency, as they would have structural connections to both groups. 

This precludes the main task of categorizing properties into two clusters, which is 

crucial for the theory. Positing disjunctive properties may be a lesser theoretical cost 

                                                
24 To clarify, Rosen (2015) believes that the real definition of a property is different from identity. 

However, he also thinks real definition entails identity, meaning that two properties with different real 

definitions would have different identities. Therefore, the notion of real definition is useful in providing 

a necessary condition for property identity. 
25 The sameness of instantiation conditions may not be sufficient for property identity. See Audi (2016) 

for a detailed discussion. 
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than violating Leibniz’s Law; however, they remain unnecessary theoretical burdens, 

since disjunctive properties are not indispensable for the explanation.26  

 

That being said, avoiding disjunctive properties is not the same as rejecting the 

possibility of a property with more than one sufficient direct instantiation condition, 

as long as these conditions play a specifying role for a particular feature (Funkhouser, 

2006, p. 550). For example, an apple can be red either by being scarlet or by being 

crimson.27 Both conditions, although being different, play the same role in 

determining being red, guaranteeing a similarity in redness.28 In this regard, the 

argument against disjunctive properties does not apply to standard determinable 

properties because their different instantiation conditions play the same specifying 

role (Audi, 2013, pp. 750, 759). This ensures the preservation of the same structural 

connections and allows determinable properties to have clustering tendencies, which 

is not possible for disjunctive properties. So, the problem is not having multiple 

instantiation conditions, but combining indirect and direct instantiation conditions for 

the reasons discussed above.  

 

Finally, overly specific instantiation conditions of dependent versions make the 

dependent version of being red a peripheral property within the abstract cluster, as its 

structural connections are narrow. Dependent versions are constrained by inheritance, 

                                                
26 For similar debates see Armstrong (1978), Lewis (1983), and Audi (2013) 
27 According to some philosophers, positing determinable properties such as being red is ontologically 

profligate as determinate properties are sufficient at explaining any phenomena where determinable 

properties take place (Armstrong, 1978, Lewis, 1983). However, as Wilson (2012) argues, some 

determinable properties may be fundamental. I can remain neutral on this debate since PSV wouldn’t be 

affected whether determinable properties are fundamental or not. So, I shall proceed as if determinable 

properties are not abundant for convenience. 
28 John Heil and Paul Audi make this point by stating that if two entities share the property F, then they 

should be similar in terms of being F (Heil, 2005, p. 347, Audi, 2013, p. 754). The different determinants 

(F1, F2, … Fn) of a determinable property (F) plays this role, which makes the instances of F similar in 

terms of F-ness.  
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preventing them from having more entangled structural connections. This is relevant 

when assessing partial status; instantiation of dependent versions is less decisive 

because of their narrower structural connections. In this regard, the distinction 

between independent and dependent versions is helpful for further distinguishing 

weaker cases of partiality. So, in cases such as the example of Crime and Punishment 

copies, indirect instantiation may result in a non-paradigmatic entity, but with weaker 

partiality due to the peripherality of its dependent properties. Setting them aside, we 

can restrict our discussion to genuinely puzzling cases, i.e., those in which direct 

instantiations occur from both clusters. 

 

What has been argued here is far from meaning that a non-paradigmatic entity, such 

as a song, can’t have an independent version of a concrete property. As long as a song 

meets the ordinary conditions of instantiating an independent version of a concrete 

property, it can directly instantiate it. Indeed, this is exactly the case for many 

examples of abstract artifacts, as I demonstrate in Chapter 5 by examining musical 

works.   
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CHAPTER 5 

 

 

ABSTRACT ARTIFACTS: A CASE STUDY 

 

 

 

Abstract artifacts provide a genuine case of non-paradigmatic entities as they appear 

to instantiate both kinds of properties directly. Arguably, they instantiate concrete 

properties such as contingency, temporal location, and changeability while at the 

same time instantiating abstract properties such as repeatability and non-spatiality. In 

this chapter, I explain the metaphysics of abstract artifacts, then continue 

demonstrating how PSV offers a better picture in accounting for their puzzling nature.  

5.1 Abstract Artifacts 

 

Abstract artifacts share the main characteristics of abstract entities, yet come into 

existence as a result of the intentional activities of humans. Although their instances 

such as performances, recordings, and printed texts are concrete, the entities 

themselves are abstract. Thomasson (2008) argues that existing categories are 

insufficient to account for repeatable artworks like musical compositions and then 

extends her concern to all abstract entities shaped by human intentionality such as 

corporations, laws, and social entities. She suggests that there is a need for new 

metaphysical categories that would be better suited to them (Thomasson, 2008, p. 90). 
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Philosophers have identified and discussed many different types of abstract artifacts 

since then, noting that they do not all share the same features (Irmak, 2018). 

Examples of abstract artifacts discussed in the literature include novels and literary 

works, musical works, software, and words.29 My focus will be on musical works due 

to comparatively extensive literature about them. 

5.1.1 Creation 

 

Although the metaphysical features of abstract artifacts vary, one common intuition 

regarding them is that they are created by someone at some time: novels by authors, 

symphonies by composers, software by coders, and words by linguistic communities. 

Especially in the case of artworks, we have the strong intuition that statements like 

“Beethoven created the 5th Symphony” are true. There is no consensus among 

philosophers on whether the truth of such statements results from a genuine creation. 

Some proposed creation of abstract entities is merely a form of stipulation (Deutsch, 

1991), or equated it with the creative thinking that is also operated in scientific 

discoveries (Dodd, 2000). However, capturing the creationist intuition seems to need 

a stronger notion of creation, one where the 5th Symphony is a novel entity whose 

existence is directly dependent on Beethoven’s creative act.30  

 

                                                
29 See Thomasson (1998), Levinson (1980), Irmak (2012) and (Kaplan 1990) respectively for a defense 

of each view. 
30 This is why Garcia-Ramirez and Mayerhofer (2018) criticize Deutsch’s account by arguing that 

Deutsch’s reduction of creation to stipulation, i.e. selecting and identifying properties, misses what we 

mean by “creation” in such contexts which makes the works existence dependent on the creator. 

Additionally, Deutsch’s theory overly liberalizes creation, implying that altering a single trait of a 

fictional character creates a new entity. This blurs the line between creation and discovery, leading to 

counterintuitive claims like “Einstein created the Theory of Relativity.” 
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On the other hand, genuine creationists face a difficult question: Is creation a causal 

relation? This question arises due to abstract entities’ supposed causal inertness, 

making it impossible to create them if creation is causal. Causal creationists like 

Levinson (1980) and Friedell (2020a) reject the causal inertness of all abstract entities 

and argue that we create musical works through getting into a causal relation with 

them, just as we do with concrete entities.31 Irmak (2020) and Thomasson (1998), 

though agreeing with the creationist intuition, maintain that creation can be a non-

causal relation grounded in ontological dependence. Although the debate is far from 

being resolved, I don’t need to favor either form of creationism as both are compatible 

with my purposes.  

5.1.2 Causal Efficacy 

 

The discussion of causal vs. non-causal creation becomes relevant when discussing 

the causal efficacy of abstract artifacts. Causal creationists already reject causal 

inertness of abstract entities but there are other ways to argue for causal efficacy of 

abstract entities, even if one holds non-causal creationism regarding abstract artifacts.  

 

One intuitive view defines causal efficacy as the capacity to produce or undergo 

effects (Hoffman & Rosenkrantz, 2003, p. 50). Adopting this idea, some philosophers 

like Dodd (2007) and Friedell (2020a) argue that abstract artifacts such as songs or 

films can influence behavior, for instance, inciting riots. Similarly, Robinson (2014) 

argues that states are abstract entities with causal relevance, and Thomasson (2008) 

believes that social abstract entities such as laws and corporations have causal impacts 

                                                
31 There are arguments rejecting the causal inertness of abstract entities that don't depend on a 

commitment to abstract artifacts. See, Brock, Maslen and Ngai (2013).  
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on the world. A judge's decision to punish someone who commits a crime is caused 

by the law, which permits that act and deems it a crime. Wars are started by states, 

money is accepted as a medium of exchange because of state approval, or the law bills 

are required to be passed through state institutions to become applicable. Therefore, if 

such entities have the capacity to produce and undergo causal effects, they satisfy one 

criterion traditionally associated with concreteness. 

5.1.3 Temporal Origin and Contingency  

 

If abstract artifacts are created, then they begin to exist at particular times without a 

prior existence (Thomasson, 2008, p. 89). Consider the musical work Beethoven’s 5th 

Symphony. This work didn’t exist before Beethoven. The sound structure could have 

existed but arguably this is not reducible to the 5th Symphony. Similarly, the 5th 

Symphony can go out of existence in case no one has a conception of it. Coming into 

existence at a particular time and a possibility of ceasing to exist make the 5th 

Symphony, an abstract entity, a contingent entity bound to a certain time period. This 

suggests that abstract artifacts are contingent entities and instantiate properties that are 

classified as concrete. 

5.1.4 Changeability 

 

Abstract artifacts are held to be changeable. Kaplan (1990) and Irmak (2019) argue 

that words are created abstracts that can change through time. The word ‘eye’ has 

gone through several changes throughout history in its orthographical, phonetic, and 

semantic features. Although it was not written as ‘eye’, pronounced as ‘/aɪ/’, or used 

with the same singular meaning referring to the visual organ, linguists can 
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nevertheless trace it through history as the same word. Additionally, Friedell (2020b) 

believes that musical works, including classical music, can change while Thomasson 

(1998, p. 38) makes a general characterization of abstract artifacts and maintains that 

they are open to change. The general point is that abstract artifacts are not 

characterized by a constant and eternal nature with no possibility of human 

interaction. Rather, they come into existence, have a history, and can undergo changes 

without ceasing to be the same entity, all of which are associated with concreteness.  

5.1.5 Abstract Aspects  

 

So far, it seems that what is pictured here is an odd category of concrete entities.32 

Then, what is abstract about the so-called ‘abstract’ artifacts? First, abstract artifacts 

are devoid of a spatial location. For example, a performance of a song might be 

located at a particular place but the song itself is not located there as it is not reducible 

to its performances. Secondly, some abstract artifacts are repeatable. This means they 

can have instances of themselves. Thirdly, no abstract artifact is dependent on a 

particular material entity to exist. In other words, whether it be the creation or 

destruction of them, interaction with a material entity wouldn’t be sufficient. In short, 

these entities share properties that have instantiation conditions clustered with other 

abstract properties, justifying their partial abstractness. 

 

 

                                                
32 Indeed, there are certain views of musical works which consider them to be a type of concrete entity 

even though they differ on what counts as a part of musical work. See Tillman (2011), Caplan, B. and 

C. Matheson (2006), and García-Ramírez and Mayerhofer (2018).  
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5.2 Musical Works 

 

Musical works are widely discussed examples of non-paradigmatic entities, making 

them ideal test cases. Although there are many different views regarding the nature of 

musical works, I assume they are abstract artifacts for the sake of a better 

demonstration, meaning that they are abstract entities that are created by someone at a 

particular time.33 I apply the tools of PSV to show how musical works instantiate both 

concrete and abstract properties and in which ways.34 This examination considers the 

following three properties: being repeatable, being created, and being durational. 

While the first two properties are examples of the direct instantiation of abstract and 

concrete properties, the third is an example of the indirect instantiation of a concrete 

property for musical works. This section demonstrates how PSV can account for the 

possibility that musical works can instantiate these properties. 

5.2.1 Being Repeatable  

 

The property of being repeatable is naturally clustered with abstract properties and is 

therefore an abstract property. If a musical work instantiates being repeatable 

directly, it thereby instantiates at least one abstract property. To understand the 

instantiation conditions of being repeatable, consider paradigmatic cases. 

Paradigmatically, an entity instantiates the property of being repeatable directly when 

                                                
33 The literature on musical works is roughly divided into two main camps between Platonism and anti-

Platonism. While the former holds that musical works are eternal and non-created, the latter argues for 

the opposite claim. The discussion here assumes some kind of an anti-Platonism for musical works. For 

Platonism, see Kivy (1983) and Dodd (2000). For anti-Platonism, see Levinson (1980), Thomasson 

(1998), Irmak (2020), and Friedell (2021). 
34 PSV can also account for non-creatonist views or Platonic understandings of musical works as all that 

is required is a list of properties an entity has along with the way it instantiates them. However, creatonist 

views of musical works provide a version of musical works as a non-paradigmatic entity, which makes 

it an interesting test case that it wouldn’t be otherwise. 
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it has multiple instances of its own. Since Beethoven's 5th Symphony has 

performances as its instances according to creationist views, it directly instantiates the 

property of being repeatable. Therefore, the 5th Symphony has the independent 

version of being repeatable, and it is partially abstract.  

5.2.2 Being Created 

 

The property of being created is controversial in the case of musical works. This is 

paradigmatically a concrete property, as creation most commonly occurs in space and 

time. Therefore, its independent version is concrete. Also, a successful account of 

musical works should be able to explain the statement below, regardless of its position 

on abstract creationism. 

 

(1)  “Beethoven created the 5th Symphony.”  

 

We should ask whether the 5th Symphony meets the same instantiation conditions by 

comparing it to a paradigmatic case of creation. If it does, then it means the 5th 

Symphony instantiates the property of being created directly and instantiates the 

independent version of it. Consider a paradigmatic case of creation. 

 

(2)  “A carpenter created this chair.”   

 

What makes (2) true? Plausibly, that (i) the chair didn’t exist before the carpenter, (ii) 

it came into existence particularly due to the carpenter's interaction with the material, 
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and (iii) it was intended as a chair by the carpenter.35 These are the conditions that 

must be met for the property being created to be directly instantiated.  

Now, is this the case in (1)? I believe so. First, given abstract creationism, the 5th 

Symphony did not exist before Beethoven, satisfying (i). Secondly, Beethoven took 

the appropriate actions for bringing the entity into existence, such as writing the score 

while intending to create the 5th Symphony, satisfying (ii) and (iii). Then, the 

conditions of creating a musical work are broadly the same as creating a chair. Thus, 

the instantiation conditions of being created for the 5th Symphony are direct, meaning 

that it instantiates the independent version. Since the independent version of being 

created is clustered with other concrete properties, it is a concrete property. This 

means musical works have at least one concrete property.  

5.2.3 Being Durational 

 

Consider another example of a musical work, Hey Jude, which Liebesman and 

Magidor (2025) use. They claim that, in addition to its performances, we are 

committed to the idea that Hey Jude itself instantiates the property of being 7 minutes 

and 11 seconds long. The property of being 7 minutes and 11 seconds long is a 

durational property that is paradigmatically instantiated within spatiotemporal 

conditions, making its independent version concrete. First, consider the direct 

instantiation conditions of the durational property. Compare these two statements:   

 

(3) “That performance of Hey Jude was 7 minutes and 11 seconds 

long.”  

                                                
35 Most theories of artifactual kinds, though not all, include the intention of the carpenter to build a chair 

at least as a necessary condition. See Searle (1995), Baker (2007), and Evnine (2016). 
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(4) “Hey Jude is 7 minutes and 11 seconds long.”  

 

The performance referred to in (3) directly instantiates the durational property by 

lasting exactly 7 minutes and 11 seconds. The work in (4), Hey Jude, by contrast, 

does not last exactly 7 minutes and 11 seconds in the same sense. There can be two 

interpretations of Hey Jude’s lasting, similar to the sense used in (3): 1) Hey Jude was 

created in 1968, so it lasted at least for 57 years and keeps lasting, and 2) Hey Jude 

does not last if lasting requires an entity to be located for a specific period of time. In 

either case, Hey Jude lasts more than 7 minutes and 11 seconds, or it does not last at 

all, in the same sense that spatial entities do, showing that the conditions of lasting are 

different in the case of (3) and (4).   

 

However, (4) seems to be a true statement. This is because distinct properties can 

realize the same predicate. Unlike the direct instantiation of performances in (3), the 

truth of (4) depends on Hey Jude’s inheritance of this property through its actual or 

potential instances, thus indirectly instantiating the durational property. Subsequently, 

it has the dependent version of the durational property, which is abstract. This 

property is abstract because the conditions of indirect instantiation of a durational 

property require an entity to be in a position to inherit from concrete entities, such as 

performances. So, the structural connections that the dependent version of the 

durational property has with other abstract properties lead it to be clustered with other 

abstract properties.  
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PSV resolves the tension between seemingly incompatible properties of musical 

works by examining the instantiation conditions of these properties rather than 

focusing on ontological categories first. This methodological shift enables a more 

rigorous metaphysical inquiry by allowing us to remain neutral toward entities’ 

ontological categories and focus on the properties an entity has and how it instantiates 

them.  

5.3 Property Versatility 

 

The preceding discussion displays how PSV accounts for entities that instantiate both 

abstract and concrete properties, either directly or indirectly. The possibility of 

instantiating both kinds of properties comes from the non-absolute and derivative 

conception of abstractness and concreteness, depending on property instantiation. The 

main advantage of PSV lies in this focus on properties rather than entities. This will 

become clear after comparing it with an alternative view, Property Versatility, which 

attempts to explain incompatible properties of musical works.  

 

Let’s start with a prominent alternative, the Property Versatility view offered by 

Liebesman and Magidor (2025). This alternative is not an abstract-concrete 

distinction view but rather an attempt to explain how co-instantiation of seemingly 

incompatible properties can occur. They argue: “There is simply no reason to think 

that all instances of a property instantiate that property in the same way as a 

paradigmatic instance.” (Liebesman & Magidor, 2025, p. 210). Their key insight is 

that some properties have a “versatile’’ nature, meaning that entities can instantiate 

the same property under different instantiation conditions. For example, the 

inheritance of redness through a red object may be another way of instantiating being 
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red.36 However, the apparent versatility of properties observed in non-paradigmatic 

entities can be fully explained by the distinction between independent and dependent 

versions of properties. This approach does the same explanatory job without positing 

disjunctive properties or violating the Principle of Property Identity (PIP).  

 

When applying their approach to musical works, Liebesman and Magidor hold that 

Dodd’s (2000) notion of ‘creative discovery’ may be seen as one of the realizations of 

the property of being created. According to Dodd and other Platonists, (1) is wrong 

because musical works are eternal types, not created but discovered. So, Dodd argues 

that creativity in (1) should be understood as discovery done by creative means 

(Dodd, 2000, p. 432). Liebesman and Magidor further hold that (1) can be true if 

creative discovery is considered as a different realization condition of being created. 

Then, (1)’s truth would be accounted for not because Beethoven brought a new entity 

into existence but because being created is a versatile property with the second 

instantiation condition in the form of a creative discovery. 

 

I reject this option. As argued in 5.2.2, being created, in its independent version, 

requires the counterfactual claim that the entity wouldn’t exist without the creation. 

Since creative discovery requires an entity to exist before creation, it is not compatible 

with the counterfactual claim that it wouldn’t exist without Beethoven. Therefore, 

being created and being discovered are two distinct properties with different 

                                                
36 Liebesman and Magidor believe there might be other ways of instantiations other than inheritance. 

For example, they argue that durational properties of songs with no performances imply a non-inherited 

instantiation that types are capable of (Liebesman & Magidor, 2025, p. 215). This wouldn’t affect my 

argument since the instantiation conditions of this would still be different, implying a distinct property. 

Moreover, this claim rests on an understanding of inheritance that can only hold between actual 

entities, assuming a modal restriction on inheritance relations; however, this is a strong claim that can’t 

be taken granted and it requires a further discussion.  
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instantiation conditions according to the PIP. Considering the conditions of being 

creatively discovered as an alternative way of instantiating being created either risks 

turning the latter property into a disjunctive one or risks violating Leibniz’s Law 

(given PIP) if they are considered as identical properties. In both cases, this is an 

implausible outcome.37  

 

In the case of being 7 minutes and 11 seconds long, Liebesman and Magidor argue 

that (3) and (4) exhibit different instantiation conditions of the same property. This 

raises the same dilemma: Hey Jude’s instantiation of this property depends on 

inheritance relations with its performances, making being 7 minutes and 11 seconds 

long either a disjunctive property or a violation of Leibniz’s Law. PSV offers a more 

straightforward solution by adopting the independent-dependent distinction for these 

properties: the independent version of the property, being 7 minutes and 11 seconds 

long, is distinct from the inherited dependent version. This explains the truth of (3) 

and (4) without the same problems.  

 

 

  

                                                
37 Liebesman and Magidor (2025) can offer different ways of realizing the property being created other 

than creative discovery. For any way of realization they offer, the same criticism discussed here would 

apply for as long as these realization ways have different instantiation conditions from paradigmatic 

creation.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

 

 

The Property Spectrum View (PSV) reconceptualizes the categories of the abstract 

and the concrete by rejecting the traditional assumptions of absoluteness and non-

derivativeness. This view has three advantages. First, it can account for non-

paradigmatic entities, while the standard view can’t. Second, it provides a more 

rigorous metaphysics that can explain strange cases by shifting the focus from 

category questions to property instantiations. Third, it explains the partial success of 

reductionism by introducing cluster concepts, where a tendency to cluster between 

properties explains their robust likelihood of co-occurrence. These advantages are 

possible due to the methodological shift PSV defends: from rigid categorical 

principles to a focus on the properties entities instantiate and the ways in which they 

do so. 
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