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The man without properties
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Abstract Contemporary philosophical logic rests on a distinction between things and
properties. Properties are thought to differ from things in that their proper expression is
incomplete or unsaturated. In this paper, I will argue that Aristotle did not distinguish
between things and properties in this way. I will show, first, that Aristotle’s essences
are not properties, and that certain passages in Aristotle make sense only if we do not
take accidents to be properties either. The notion of a property is thus not fundamental
in Aristotle’s theory of predication. Aristotle’s predicate terms do not stand for prop-
erties but for non-substantial things. Second, I will explain and explore the distinction
between substances and non-substantial things. This will yield a viable alternative to
our contemporary, Fregean account of predication.
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1 Introduction

Contemporary philosophical logic, and by implication virtually all of analytic philos-
ophy, rests on a fundamental and pervasive distinction between things and properties.
In Fregean predicate logic, this is more precisely the distinction between objects,
referred to by names and individual constants or variables, and concepts, represented
by predicate symbols (Frege 1893, §1–4; Geach 1972, p. 59). Frege suggests that we
should think of concepts as functions that map objects onto truth values. The proper
expression of a function involves a gap, and this gap needs to be filled with a reference
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