REVIEW

Jan Westerhoff, Ontological Categories: Their Nature and Significance. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2005. xiv + 263 pages.
This is a welcome discussion of a topic recognized as fundamental throughout the history of philosophy but seldom accorded book-length attention. Westerhoff’s account of the ontological categories leads him, as he says, “on a philosophical Grand Tour” of ontology (p. 10). Various nooks and crannies are explored – trope theory, situation semantics, structuralist logic, quantification, Wittgenstein’s Tractatus, Frege’s saturated/unsaturated distinction, and much else – though none in detail. It would be impossible here to discuss usefully what the author says about all of them. I shall limit myself to his chief theses, which are important and ably argued.  
We are reminded at the very beginning that the central cognitive activity is to see and say what something is, and that the term “categories” as used in metaphysics (the author prefers “ontology”) stands for the most general and fundamental kinds of things. Aristotle called his inquiry in Metaphysics “the science of being qua being,” holding that its first topic is the principles of the “syllogism.” But metaphysicians have been concerned mostly with the subject matter of Aristotle’s earlier work Categories. The difference between the two motivated the medieval doctrine of the transcendentals, some of which – especially Being and One – clearly belong in the science of being qua being as well as in logic. They are not categories, though Westerhoff and several writers he cites call at least some of them “supercategories.” For they range across the categories, which are the summa genera. Westerhoff  ignores this medieval doctrine, but a distinction between the categories and the transcendentals, which, like Being, are “more general,” is essential to any sophisticated theory of categories. 
The author restricts his inquiry to what he calls “metaontology.” His primary task is to define the phrase “ontological category.” Substantive ontological questions, such as whether material objects constitute an irreducible category, are expressly to be avoided (pp. 20-21). This decision is understandable, since no exhaustive treatment of these questions would be possible in a book of 260 pages. Nevertheless, it is disappointing, for reasons familiar from the recent searches for definitions of “good” in metaethics and of “knowledge” in metaepistemology. “Good” and “know” are everyday words, the use of which is not governed by necessary and sufficient conditions; nor is there an obvious need for stipulative definitions of them. “Ontological category” is a technical term, of course, but it is unclear why we should define it, rather than just rely on examples of its use in the history of philosophy. (“Philosopher” as used in this journal is also a technical term, but readers are managing without a definition of it.) This becomes obvious when Westerhoff turns to deciding whether certain categories are too “special” (i.e., not general enough) to deserve being counted as ontological. What hangs on deciding that they are, or that they are not? After citing writers who in effect reply that nothing does, he writes, “we may as well say that we do not know what we are talking about when doing ontology” (p. 37). This is like saying that we do not know what we are talking about when using “philosopher.” Preoccupation with definitions is a relatively recent phenomenon in philosophy, perhaps due to analytic philosophers’ search for a subject matter they can call their own, one that belongs neither in mathematical logic nor in linguistics and lexicography.  
After a lengthy critique of various proposed definitions of ontological categories, Westerhoff offers his own. It is original and interesting. It rests on the concept of a state of affairs, or fact. In the Tractatus Wittgenstein declared that the world is the totality of facts, not of things. Facts indeed were a new category in ontology. Nothing like it is found in Aristotle’s or any other system of categories before Russell, Moore, and Wittgenstein. (There had been the category of judgment, but it is not an ontological category.) This innovation might have been a mistake. Strawson wrote, “Of course, statements and facts fit. They were made for each other. If you prise the statements off the world you prise the facts off it too; but the world would be none the poorer” (“Truth,” Aristotelian Society Supplementary Volume 24 (1950), p. 137). Many philosophers would agree with Strawson. 
Westerhoff, who does not mention Strawson, would not. He relies on two arguments for the independent reality of states of affairs. The first he calls “semantic.” He writes, “Sentences are indispensable for a comprehensive description of the world…therefore states of affairs must be parts of the world” (p. 74). The premise is probably true, but the conclusion certainly does not follow. Compare “Numerals are indispensable for a comprehensive description of the world…therefore numbers must be parts of the world.” The second argument for states of affairs is called “cognitional.” Gestalt, not associationist, psychology provides the more plausible account of perception, Westerhoff says. We always perceive wholes (“complexes”); we do not first perceive and then put together their parts (§28). But to admit that this is so is not to admit that what we perceive is states of affairs. For this to be true, statements of the form “S perceives x” would need to be reducible to statements of the form “S perceives that p.”  Clearly, they are not. I see my hand, not necessarily that it is my hand, and to see its five fingers is not necessarily to see that they are five. Westerhoff says, “states of affairs provide the primary epistemic point of contact between us and the world” (p. 71). But, arguably, infants begin by perceiving things, e.g., their mothers; perceiving that what they see is Mother or anything else may at first be too intellectual for them. Both wholes and states of affairs have constituents, but it does not follow that wholes are states of affairs. Perhaps, as Wittgenstein remarked in the Notebooks, all complexity is propositional, but this is hardly self- evident. 
Nonetheless, Westerhoff’s proposal to base a theory of categories on a theory of states of affairs is ingenious. He uses the concept of a state of affairs as primitive and “construct[s] their constituents by abstraction” (p. 201).The method is similar to Carnap’s in the Aufbau. States of affairs fall in similarity sets (“circles”) in terms of which “form sets” of their constituents are defined. Form-sets are sets of constituents of states of affairs that can be intersubstituted in states of affairs to form new ones.  The “underlying idea” is “intersubstitability in states of affairs (p. 91).” Westerhoff is aware that “this may sound obscure,” since we are talking about states of affairs (moreover taken as primitive), not sentences, but he seems convinced that the reader would understand. Since no actual substitution could be meant, however, at least this reader understands the underlying idea only by relying on the familiar notion of intersubstitability in sentences. If such reliance is needed, this would support the view that states of affairs are merely reified sentences. And if this view is correct, the author’s proposal, even if it can survive purely technical objections, is itself obscure.
There is a “minimal subset” of a set of form-sets from which all the remaining form-sets in the set can be collectively “constructed”. The elements of this subset are called “base-sets” (p. 96). They are taken as “an explication of the concept of ontological category” (p. 100). Since relative to one set of form-sets (“one world”) there can be multiple sets of base sets, the author is led to embracing a “local relativism of ontological categories” (p. 124). And since no set is a base-set relative to all sets of form-sets (“all worlds”), he is also led to embracing a “global relativism of ontological categories.” Therefore, “no kind of thing is essentially an ontological category” (p. 132).  “[T]here is no unique route from the information about form-sets to the familiar ontological notions of individuals and properties….The ascription of a particular form to a state of affairs in these terms depends to a crucial extent on our interests, on the kind of features we want to bring out in systematizing information about its structural properties” (p. 221). 
Westerhoff seeks support for these claims in an example Ramsey had used regarding the distinction between particulars and universals.  “Socrates is wise” may be taken to tell us that Socrates is a particular that instantiates the universal of being wise. However, Westerhoff writes, we can reformulate the sentence into “Wisdom is a characteristic of Socrates,” which tells us that “Wisdom is the particular and Socrates (or Socratesness or at least ‘being a characteristic of Socrates’) is the universal it exemplifies” (p. 177). But, surely, Socrates, Socratesness, and being a characteristic of Socrates are all three quite different, and only being a characteristic of Socrates can be taken to be predicated of wisdom in the reformulated sentence. “Wisdom is Socrates” and “Wisdom is Socratesness” would both be nonsense.    

I have focused on what seem to me to be difficulties in the book. But it is a valuable contribution to philosophy and I recommend it without hesitation. There is much in it that should be of interest to all philosophers, not just to “ontologists.” And the ability and erudition of the author are evident throughout.
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