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Abstract: Many metaphysicians posit primitives. These vary with respect

to the theoretical work they perform, but are all undefinable in more basic

terms. I argue against the existence of metaphysical primitives on the grounds

that, if they existed, they would be essentially primitive. However, if primitives

were essentially primitive, then they would have an essence. Because they are

primitive, they lack an essence, which undermines the original supposition that

they are primitive. I close by mentioning some implications this has both for

metaphysicians and for metaphysics more generally.

Euthyphro: Do you recall, Socrates, the details of our last conversation, in which you

objected profusely to my proposed definition of piety?

Socrates: I do. You claimed, among other things, that an act is pious in virtue of being

loved by the Gods. I demurred. The Gods love acts because they are pious; acts are not

pious because the Gods love them. The explanatory order of your proposal, my friend, was

entirely backwards. What of it?

Euthyphro: I have come to believe that I can resolve the problem you so carefully laid

out—and a whole host more—by positing that piety is a metaphysical primitive.

Socrates: I fear that this new proposal fares no better than your last.

Euthyphro: But I have not yet explained how this resolves your worry! Nor have I

articulated the extensive explanatory work that I take this primitive to do. How could it
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be that my proposal falters from the outset?

Socrates: The reason your proposal falters does not concern the peculiarities of piety. I

contend that there are no metaphysical primitives at all, and so piety, in particular, cannot

be primitive.

Euthyphro: I agree that, were there no primitives, piety could not be one, and my proposal

would be doomed from the start. However, I fear that either you are skeptical of metaphysics

generally—and hold that talk of primitives is itself confused—or else use the term ‘primitive’

far differently than I do. Surely, realist metaphysics requires one sort of primitive or another.

Socrates: I most certainly am not skeptical of metaphysics generally. I believe that metap-

hysical claims are substantive, are either true or false, and are responsive to evidence. I even

maintain that the notion of a metaphysical primitive is an intelligible one. However, I also

maintain that it is a notion which applies to nothing at all. As for your second worry—that

we may be talking past one another—perhaps the easiest fix is to explain what I mean by

‘primitive.’ Metaphysicians use the term ‘primitive’ to mean various things. On some uses,

there may well be primitives. It is only on one use that I categorically deny their existence.

By ‘primitive’ I mean ‘lacking an essence’. So in denying that there are primitives, I claim

that everything has an essence.

Euthyphro: Surely there is more to say. What is it that you mean by ‘essence’?

Socrates: There certainly is more to say—although I am not prepared to provide a defi-

nition of essence here. By ‘essence’ I mean the what-it-is of a thing—meant in a metap-

hysically reductive way. We might describe the essence of something as its nature, or the

metaphysical qualities it has in virtue of being the thing that it is. I might say that water

is essentially the chemical compound H2O, that I am essentially human or that being a

bachelor is essentially the property of being an unmarried male. It is in this sense that

everything has an essence.

2



Euthyphro: I believe that I understand your claim. Still, I wonder what could possibly

motivate you to deny the existence of primitives. You, of all people, know that successful

philosophical analyses are hard to come by. Our discipline has uncovered few, if any,

uncontroversial examples. I myself was tempted to believe that primitives abound! Why

do you deny their existence so categorically?

Socrates: Let us suppose, for the sake of argument, that there are primitives and attempt

to uncover an incoherence in the position. Take an arbitrary primitive p. Will you grant

that p bears the property being primitive?

Euthyphro: Certainly.

Socrates: And would you characterize the relationship between p and being primitive

as accidental, or essential? That is to say, is p accidentally primitive, or is it essentially

primitive?

Euthyphro: I would have to say that p is accidentally primitive. Were p essentially

primitive, it would have essential properties, which, I take it, would mean that p has an

essence. We stipulated at the outset that p does not have an essence.

Socrates: Very good. Perhaps you see where I am going with this. I agree with you that p

cannot be essentially primitive, but will also attempt to persuade you that it is essentially

primitive. This is the incoherence I mentioned before.

Euthyphro: I can see the structure of the argument. Why believe that p is essentially

primitive?

Socrates: I note, to begin with, that it is provable that p is necessarily primitive on the

basis of modest modal assumptions.1 That is to say, it is not a contingent matter of fact

that p is primitive.
1See Appendix.
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Euthyphro: Of course. But remember that essence cannot be characterized in purely

modal terms (Fine 1994, 1995). Although essential properties hold with necessity, other

properties do as well. We might say of you that you are necessarily contained in {Socrates},

but deny that set membership is a part of your essence. So too, it seems, we may grant

that p is necessarily primitive but deny that it is essentially primitive.

Socrates: Very good. But I ask you to consider the sorts of examples that threaten modal

accounts of essence, and to recognize how different they are from the relation between p

and being primitive.

The examples that overturned modal accounts typically involve irrelevant necessary

truths. Necessarily, piety is such that 2 + 2 = 4. Yet I would have found it deeply

unsatisfying, in our previous conversation, if you were to tell me that piety is essentially

such that two and two make four. Nothing in the essence of piety, if I may speak this way,

demands that arithmetic facts hold at all. Quite similarly, piety is necessarily such that

it is actually loved by the Gods. Because the Gods love piety in the actual world (and

because ‘actually’ is a rigidifying term), the Gods actually love piety in all possible worlds.

Nevertheless, I deny that it essential to piety that it is actually loved by the Gods.

Compare these examples to the relationship between p and being primitive. That p is

primitive does not hold due to facts about set membership or due to mathematical truths

that necessarily hold of everything. Nor is it a seemingly artificial property with a rigidifying

term, thought up by a tricksy metaphysician. Rather, we understand what sort of thing

that p is—metaphysically speaking—in recognizing that it is primitive. We recognize that

p is a part of the metaphysical foundation; the entities that themselves lack an essence and

figure in the essences of other things. That p is primitive is a metaphysically important

fact, and it is a fact about p. So p is necessarily primitive. And this necessity holds, not

due to irrelevant modal connections, but in virtue of the identity of p—because p is the
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kind of thing that it is.

p, I maintain, is essentially primitive. And, if you recall, you yourself noted that p cannot

be essentially primitive. Being essentially primitive requires that p have essential properties.

If p is primitive, it has no essential properties. We find ourselves in a bind. p both is, and

is not, essentially primitive. This contradiction does not arise due to particularities of p.

After all, our selection of p was arbitrary. Such a conflict could arise for any primitive of

our choosing.

Euthyphro: And this is why you deny the existence of primitives?

Socrates: It is. And this is a result that metaphysicians ought to happily accept (which is

not to say that they will be happy to accept it). After all, we philosophers posit primitives

reluctantly. Many hold that derivative entities are ontologically costly in a way that primi-

tive entities are not—while varying what they mean by ‘derivative entities’ (e.g. Armstrong

1989, Bennett 2011, Schaffer 2015). When all else is equal, it is far better to make do with

fewer primitives than greater. I simply argue that we ought to make do with the smallest

possible number of primitives—none at all.

Euthyphro: You move too quickly for me, Socrates, for I am not yet persuaded by your

argument. Sometimes, apparent contradictions can be resolved by recognizing terminolo-

gical ambiguity. If your use of ‘primitive’ changed between your claim that p is essentially

primitive and your claim that it is not, the two statements need not conflict.

Socrates: I deny any such ambiguity. I informed you at the outset what I took ‘primitive’

to mean. At no point did I change my mind.

Euthyphro: Perhaps the ambiguity lies elsewhere. Have you forgotten the distinction

between constitutive and consequential essence (Fine 1995)? A property belongs to the

constitutive essence of a thing just in case it holds in virtue of being the thing that it is.

A property belongs to the consequential essence of a thing just in case it logically follows
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from the thing’s constitutive essence. I may grant that being primitive is a part of p’s

consequential essence while denying that it is a part of p’s constitutive essence. And surely,

what concerns us here is p’s constitutive essence.

Socrates: This distinction is no help. Even if being primitive belongs to p’s consequential

essence—and not to its constitutive essence—it must be the case that being primitive follows

from p’s constitutive essence. That is, after all, what we take consequential essence to be.

This requires p to have a constitutive essence of one kind or another. And if p has a

constitutive essence, then it is not a primitive. The problem remains.

Euthyphro: Allow me to try another tack. Being primitive is something of an odd pro-

perty. It is defined in terms of an absence—the absence of an essence. Can absences figure

in essences?

Socrates: I see no reason why not. Indeed, a paradigmatic case is that being a bachelor

is essentially the property of being an unmarried male. Being unmarried is the property

of an absence—the absence of a marriage. Yet this does not prevent it from figuring in the

essences of other things.

Euthyphro: Very well. Even if I were to grant that p is essentially primitive, this essence

may not individuate it. Fine claims that real definitions (which he sometimes treats inter-

changeably with essences) need not be individuating (1995). Similarly, Dasgupta argues

that some entities have essential properties but lack full essences, i.e. they lack essences

that uniquely identify them (2015). In rejecting the existence of primitives, do you claim

that everything has a full essence, or are you satisfied with a merely partial essences? For

nothing you have said leads me to believe that everything can be uniquely identified by its

essence.

Socrates: This is a good point. At present, I have no argument to the effect that everything

can be identified by its essence. If you wish to refer to those entities with non-individuating
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essences as ‘things with partial essences’, you certainly may. In this case, I argue that

everything has, at least, a partial essence. However, I do not believe that individuation is

as important as it is sometimes made out to be, and, as I will explain shortly, many of the

metaphysical and methodological implications of my argument do not hinge on whether or

not essences uniquely identify.

Quite plausibly, electrons are essentially negatively charged. In a possible world con-

taining only one electron, it can be uniquely identified by its essential property being nega-

tively charged. In the actual world, in which there are many electrons, an electron cannot

be uniquely identified by being negatively charged. It is difficult to see why the essence of

the former electron is more metaphysically significant than the essence of the latter. The

difference between them is purely relational—it concerns whether or not something else

exists that shares its essential property. And how could a relational difference such as this

determine whether or not the essence of an electron is robust?

Euthyphro: This is fair enough. But perhaps, when understood in this way, your claim

is not so surprising. I might say that p is essentially identical to p, and from this conclude

that p has an essence. And if we agree that everything is essentially self-identical, have we

not already conceded that everything has an essence?

Socrates: I had no idea that you already agreed with me! How silly of me to explain my

argument in such detail when you were already persuaded of the truth of my conclusion.

I take no issue with those who, on independent grounds, deny the existence of primitives.

And whether or not you find this conclusion surprising is something that you will have to

determine for yourself.

Of course, some would deny that p is essentially identical to p (Dasgupta 2015). It may

be essential to identity that everything is identical to itself (and, from this, follow that p is

identical to p). But, some would argue, one learns nothing about the nature of p in learning
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that it is self-identical. However, I maintain that even these philosophers ought to believe

that p has some essence or other, for the reasons we have just discussed.

Euthyphro: So some, at least, may be surprised by your result. I can feel the force of your

argument, but allow me to see if I can dissuade you. I grant that p is necessarily primitive,

that this is a metaphysically robust fact, that this fact holds in virtue of the identity of p, and

that the relationship between p and being primitive is unlike the necessary connections that

threatened modal accounts of essence. Nevertheless, may I not insist that being primitive is

a purely modal property—one which holds necessarily of p, but is unrelated to its essence?

Socrates: I am grateful that you grant so much. To an extent, I place the burden on

you at this point. The characteristics you mention satisfy my standards for essence. If you

have another conception of essence—one according to which properties may be necessary,

metaphysically robust, hold in virtue of the identity of the entity in question and be unlike

the examples that threaten modal accounts of essence and yet not be essential, I would like

to hear it. Until one is provided, I do not know how I could persuade you that being primitive

satisfies your standards for essence. However, one response concerns other commitments

you may have. Do you, like some, believe that modality is reducible to essence, such that a

proposition is necessarily true just in case it follows from some essential truths or others?

Euthyphro: Suppose that I do.

Socrates: Well, then, that p is primitive follows from essential truths, for we have already

demonstrated that it is necessarily primitive. If there are no essential truths about p, then

there must be other essential truths that entail that p is primitive. What are these sorts of

truths? What are these other entities whose essences—properties concerning their identity

and their nature—entail that p is primitive?

Euthyphro: I am unsure. p is the most obvious contender, but perhaps another suffices.

Could it be that the fact that p is primitive follows from the essences that p figures in?
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Socrates: It could not. First, it may be that p does not figure in any essences at all.

That p is primitive only guarantees that p lacks an essence—it does not guarantee that p

figures in the essences of other things. And if p does not occur in the essence of anything, it

cannot be that the fact that p is primitive follows from the essences of other things. More

importantly, even when p does figure in essences, these essences need not necessitate that

p is primitive. Plausibly, water is essentially the chemical compound H2O. From this, it

neither follows that hydrogen is primitive nor that it is not. If p belongs to the essence of

an entity, that essence need not specify whether or not p is primitive.

Euthyphro: I can foresee some of the implications this has for my initial contention—and

for others who posit metaphysical primitives. If we use the term ‘primitive’ as you—to de-

scribe entities lacking an essence—such claims are false. In describing entities which we take

to perform heavy explanatory work, we owe a characterization of their essential properties.

For those who countenance merely partial essences—those that do not individuate—these

properties need not identify those entities uniquely. For those who hold that partial essences

are all part of full essences, these properties must individuate.

Socrates: I believe that this is so. However, the implications for metaphysics are even

more significant than the implications for metaphysicians are. Entities may be structured

in one of three ways:

i) There are primitive entities; those without essences and form the basis of the essences

of other things.

ii) There is an infinite chain of essence. All entities have essences, and there is no

ultimate basis.

iii) There are circular definitions. Through a chain of some length or other, an entity

has an essence in terms of other entities that have essences in terms of the first.

Theoretically, several of these could hold. Perhaps there are infinitely long chains of
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essences and circular essences as well. The argument I present is intended to eliminate the

first possibility. This is so regardless of whether or not all essences individuate. I myself am

more drawn to the second possibility than to the third, holding that the world is essentially

‘gunky’, but I have no new argument against the third possibility at present. Option 1,

however, must go.

The ontological question can be posed quite succinctly: what exists? Quine noticed

that an accurate answer is even more concise: everything (1948). Metaphysicians, however,

are unconcerned with every particular case. The presence of blue t-shirts receives scant

attention in the literature. Rather, metaphysicians are particularly concerned with the

fundamental; with the most basic building blocks of reality. A more restricted such ontolo-

gical question, then, is the following: what is primitive? On at least one understanding of

‘primitive’, the answer can be given as concisely as—and substantially more informatively

than—Quine’s: nothing.
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Appendix

Assume a B modal system and grant the following suppositions:

i. Prim(x) =df ¬Def(x).2

ii. �(Def(x) → �Def(x))3

Proof that Prim(p) → �Prim(p):

1. ¬(Prim(p) → �Prim(p)) Supposition (for Reductio)

2. Prim(p) ∧ ¬�Prim(p) From 1

3. Prim(p) → �♦Prim(p) B axiom

4. �♦Prim(p) From 2 and 3

5. ♦¬Prim(p) From 2

6. ♦ Def(p) From i and 5.

7. | Def(p)

8. | Def(p) → �Def(p) From ii

9. | �Def(p) From 7 and 8.

10. ♦�Def(p) From 7-9

11. ♦�¬Prim(p) From i and 10

12. ¬�♦Prim(p) From 11

13. ⊥ From 4 and 12.

14. Prim(p) → �Prim(p) From 1-13

2That is, assume that being primitive is, by definition, not being defined.
3This is uncontroversial. When Fine attacked the connection between definition and modal logic he

accepted that definitions hold with necessity. Instead, he argued that there are other necessary connections
as well. That definitions are necessary is not taken to be a contingent fact about the world. Every
metaphysically possible world is such that definitions hold with necessity.
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