‘ASPECTS’ AND ‘FUNCTIONS’ OF INDIVIDUAL THINGS

René van Woudenberg

‘Modal aspect’ is a central notion in the so-called ‘Calvinistic Philosophy’ (henceforth referred to as CP
). To be sure, this is true of only one of its versions, namely Dooyeweerd’s. For Vollenhoven’s systematic philosophy, which of course may also lay claim on the title CP, has no use for it. In his version pride of place is given to the notion of ‘function’. This paper is a meditation on the question what ‘aspects’ and ‘functions’, within the bounds of CP, are supposed to be. Doing so will shed, I hope, at least some light on the question which, if any, of the two is the more intelligible and useful notion. 


Right at the beginning I should like to make it clear that this paper is narrowly focussed on the indicated questions. My aim is not to discuss any theory about modal aspects, such as Dooyeweerd’s theory that modal aspects are refractions in time of something supra temporal, or his theory that there is an Archimedian Point from which human beings can overlook the various modal aspects. Nor will I discuss any theory about functions. The indicated questions seek to establish what the phenomena are that such theories are about. This paper is also narrowly focussed in that whatever differences may turn out to exist in the course of this meditation between Vollenhoven and Dooyeweerd, it will not discuss them in any depth. A serious discussion of these differences will have to take into account the theories that I propose presently not to deal with. Let me now turn to the first question. 

I: What is an ‘aspect’?

1. By way of first approximation it should be said that a modal aspect is not an individual thing.
 So, a stone, or tree, or cat, or person is not a modal aspect. Modal aspects don’t, so to speak, exist in their own right but are aspects of individual things. They require a ‘bearer’, or ‘substratum’. Using traditional terminology we might also say that CP’s ontology of individual things is not a version of the ‘bundle theory’, but rather of the ‘substance theory’. For according to bundle theories, individual things are nothing more than bundles of such items as properties, or qualities. But Dooyeweerd’s version of CP is committed to the thesis that individual things are not just bundles of aspects. For, again, aspects are aspects of such things. One piece of evidence for this claim is that next to a ‘Theory of Modal Aspects’ Dooyeweerd developed a ‘Theory of Individual Things’ (or, as he calls it, a theory about ‘the structures of individuality’).


(I have to add, however, that things may not be as easy as they seem. For when we consider Dooyeweerd’s Theory of Individual Things, what we find are further reflections on aspects, e.g. that some aspects are ‘qualifying’, other ‘foundational’, etc. But that theory doesn’t tell us what it is that has the aspects, or what the aspects are aspects of. So it may be that Dooyeweerd’s thought has, after all, more affinity with the bundle theory than with the substratum theory
. However, I shall proceed from the assumption that one characteristic claim of CP is that modal aspects are of individual things.)

I am well aware of the fact that CP also says that it is not only individual things that have aspects; events, and acts, for instance, have them too. In order not to complicate matters unduly, I will be concentrating on individual things, and I should like to meditate on the question what is claimed for an individual thing, when it is claimed to have modal aspects.

2. By way of a first approximation it should also be said that a modal aspect is not a part of an individual thing in the way a cat’s tail is a part of an individual thing, namely of the cat. The numerical aspect of the cat–it has one tail, two ears and four legs–is not a part of the cat, although tail, ears, and legs are.

3. Is, then, perhaps, a modal aspect a property of an individual thing? For some time I have thought this was the case.
 But I have always been aware of the fact that others have denied this. Although I was never made aware of anything that could be called an argument for this claim, the following line of thought suggests that I was wrong and they were right. Consider the following sentences that contain the word ‘property’:


(1) It is a property of a constitutional state, that everyone is equal before the law.


(2) William has the property of being funny.


(3) Iron has the property of expanding when being heated.


(4) Weighs more than 20 kilo is a property of both my car and the British Queen.

These sentences, I claim, are perfectly intelligible. But when we substitute ‘property’ for ‘aspect’, we get nonsense.


(1’) It is a modal aspect of a constitutional state that everyone is equal before the law.


(2’) William has the modal aspect of being funny.


(3’) Iron has the modal aspect of expanding when heated.


(4’) Weighs more than 20 kilo is a modal aspect of both my car and the British Queen.

This suggests that modal aspects cannot be identified with properties.

4. If a modal aspect is not an individual thing, nor a part of an individual thing, nor a property of an individual thing, then what is it? Perhaps we can make progress when we consider an entirely unproblematic use of ‘aspect’. We can say that a certain diamond has 15 ‘aspects’, by which we mean that it has 15 sides. But this isn’t of much help, for we can’t substitute ‘side’ for ‘aspect’ in the following sentences–at least not when we keep the meaning of ‘side’ the same as in “That diamond has 15 sides”:


(5) A tree has a physical aspect.


(6) All things have a physical aspect.

The adherent of CP holds that (5) and (6) are meaningful (and true). But he will deny that sentences (5’) and (6’) are meaningful. We can’t, he holds, say:


(5’) A tree has a physical side.

(6’) All things have a physical side.

for the excellent reason that the physical is not a ‘side’ of a tree, nor of anything.

5. Should we then say, as has been done fairly frequently, that a modal aspect of an individual thing is a quality of that thing? Should we, for instance, say that having a physical aspect is having a certain sort of quality, namely a physical quality? This explication of ‘modal aspect’ is, of course, only illuminating in so far as it is clear what a quality is, at least clearer than ‘modal aspect’. In the philosophical tradition ‘quality’ is mostly used as a synonym for ‘property’. But, as indicated, according to the CP adherent, a modal aspect is not a property. If a quality is not a property, however, it remains unclear what a quality is. Therefore it cannot be used to explicate, or shed light on, ‘modal aspect’ (as ‘to put things off’ can be used to explicate the meaning of ‘to procrastinate’).


Something similar holds for the locution that a modal aspect is a mode of being of an individual thing. It is sometimes said that the physical aspect of a thing is the physical mode of being of that thing-a mode of being which that thing has next to its numerical, and biotic and other modes of being. But again, by my lights ‘mode of being’ isn’t any clearer than ‘modal aspect’ and hence unfit to explicate its meaning.

6. So the question remains: what is a modal aspect? Perhaps we can make progress by reflecting a bit more on the meaning of (5), the statement that a tree has a physical aspect. Does this statement mean that a tree has the following two characteristics:


(i) It is composed of physical material.


(ii) It is subjected to the physical laws, such as the Law of Gravitation?

In other words, should we say that having a physical aspect is having characteristics (i) and (ii)? No, we should not. For characteristic (i), the characteristic of being composed of physical material, is the characteristic of having physical parts. And whatever it is to ‘have a physical aspect’, it is not, so the advocates of CP tell us, to ‘be composed of  physical parts’.

7. But perhaps we may suggest that the meaning of (5) is only that a tree has characteristic (ii), i.e. is subjected to physical laws? In order to evaluate this suggestion it may prove helpful to consider the following thesis of CP:


(6) All individual things have a physical aspect.

The thesis tells us that it isn’t only trees that have a physical aspect, but also stones, persons, families and states (these are examples of individual things that are acknowledged by the advocates of CP). The question to be considered now is whether all these things have characteristic (ii)? Are all these things subjected to physical laws such as the Law of Gravitation?


Certainly stones are subjected to the Law of Gravitation, as are trees and human bodies. But are families subjected to it? The suggestion itself sounds strange in my ears. But perhaps one could reason as follows: “A family consists of various persons; persons have bodies; bodies are subjected to the Law of Gravitation; hence families are subjected to the Law of Gravitation”. But I can’t say I find this reasoning very compelling. It suffers, it seems to me, from the fallacy of composition, i.e. the fallacy one commits when one reasons that if parts have a certain property P, then the thing that is composed out of those parts also has P. It is the fallacy one commits when one reasons that since atoms and molecules are invisible to the human eye, mills and cows, that are composed out of atoms and molecules, are also invisible to the human eye. I am inclined to reject the argument for the conclusion that families are subjected to the Law of Gravitation for the simple reason that it involves the fallacy of composition. (Of course I don’t reject the idea that weight of a sum equals the sum of the weights, nor am I in the least tempted to think that whoever reasons on the basis of this principle commits the fallacy of composition. I don’t reject the idea that the weight of the sum of the family members equals the sum of the respective weights of the family members, nor am I in the least tempted to think that someone who reasons on this principle commits the fallacy of composition. But I am not inclined to conclude from this that therefore a family, in contrast with the sum of its members, is subject to the Law of Gravitation).


The upshot of this is that we are facing a dilemma. If it is to be true that all things have a physical aspect, then either we have to reinterpret (ii) in such a way that it doesn’t have the troublesome implication that families are subjected to the Law of Gravitation, or we have to deny that having a physical aspect means having characteristic (ii).


Let us first consider the first alternative. Maybe (ii) must be interpreted as saying not that all individual things are subjected to the Law of Gravitation but that they are subjected to at least one physical law. Maybe the idea is that some individual things are subjected to the Law of Gravitation, others to the Law of Boyle-Gay Lussac, others to the Law of Avogadro, etc. (and we may leave open the possibility that some individual things are subjected to more than one physical law). If this alternative is to be compelling, a family must be subjected to at least one physical law. Is this the case? It has been suggested to me that it is for the following reason: “there are certain laws that hold for atoms and molecules; DNA is a molecule; family relationships involve DNA; therefore families are subject to physical laws”.
 It seems to me, however, that this line of thought too involves the fallacy of composition. From the fact that certain laws hold for atoms and molecules, such as DNA, one can only conclude that families are subjected to those laws provided one affirms that DNA is part of a family. And the adherent of CP will characteristically deny this. For although Elisabeth and Jack are parts of a family, their DNA, the adherent will claim, is not (although the DNA molecules are enkaptically bounded within a human body). Hence I am not inclined to accept this suggestion. And since I am not aware of other physical laws that obviously apply to families, for now I will move one the second alternative.


The second alternative is to deny that having a physical aspect is to have characteristic (ii), conceived of in any of the two ways indicated. This alternative is viable only if there are alternative ways of explicating what it means “to have a physical aspect”. Do such ways exist? So far, I haven’t seen one.

8. Up to this point I have made little progress in finding out what a modal aspect is. In fact all I was able to come up with were negative characterizations, statements about what aspects are not. Such characterizations usually aren’t very informative. One doesn’t receive much guidance from being told that one has to be on the outlook for something that is not blue, not an alligator, and not made in Japan–at least not when one is looking for one (kind of) individual thing. Positive characterizations are usually much more helpful, but in the case of ‘aspect’ they proved hard to get by.


In cases like these, however, i.e. cases where one has only negative characterizations of a notion, one could always avail oneself of the following line of thought: “’Aspect’ is a primitive and unanalysable notion. It defies definition. And there is nothing wrong with that. Some notions have to be primitive and unanalysable. G.E. Moore
, famously, held that ‘good‘ is unanalysable, and Roderick Chisholm
 did the same with respect to ‘is more rational than’. Perhaps we have to add ‘modal aspect’ to this illustrious set!”


This reasoning, however, seems defective. For primitive and unanalysable notions need to wear their meaning on their sleeves, so to speak. Their meaning (intension) need to be clear. But this, I claim, is not the case with ‘aspect’, at least not when it is used in sentences other than “The diamond has 15 aspects” and the like.

9. We may see if we can make progress by no longer focussing on the locution that some individual thing or other ‘has modal aspects’, but on a few others that are also frequently used in Dooyeweerdian versions of CP, namely:


(7) A tree functions (or: has a function) in the physical aspect.

(8) All individual things function (or: have a function) in the physical aspect.


(9) All individual things function (or: have a function) in all aspects.

When we maintain that aspects don’t exist on their own but are of individual things, these ways of speaking are hard to understand. For if we speak this way, then what bears the aspects? This question seems as misplaced as the question where one’s lap goes the moment one rises to one’s feet. The locutions (7)–(9), therefore, invite us to abandon the idea that aspects require a bearer and instead think of the aspects as items ‘in which’ individual things function.


Can we make sense of this way of speaking? The expression ‘functions in’ contains, I believe, an interesting suggestion. Think for a moment of a bird that is flying in the sky. The bird functions in a certain space, namely the space that most of us see by daylight when we look upwards. We might say that the bird flies, and is only able to fly, in a certain ‘context’, namely the context of  space. Had there been no extension, no space, the bird could never have flied, indeed there would not even have been a bird. In a way that is analogous to this, we should perhaps say that just as a bird cannot fly outside of the context of space, a tree cannot grow outside the context of physical material (and indeed that without that context there would be no tree). So perhaps we should understand the notion of ‘functioning in an aspect’ in the following way:

X functions in aspect A means A constitutes a context in which X can exist (or: A is a necessary condition for X’s existence).

This suggestion, however, is not without problems. For according to the version of CP we are now considering all things function in all aspects. If this would mean that all modal aspects are necessary conditions for the existence of individual things, the implication would be that e.g. the moral aspect is a necessary condition for the existence of a stone, or a tree. And that seems highly problematic. (This is not to deny, of course, that trees may have what Dooyeweerd calls an ‘objective function’ in the moral aspect: in a certain circumstances it may be immoral to chop down a particular tree, for example. But we can’t say that the moral aspect is a necessary conditions for the tree’s existence).

10. So far I have completely ignored that fact that Dooyeweerd hasn’t coined his own terminology but took over a fair number of terms from the philosophical vocabulary of the period between the two World Wars, when Neokantianism reigned superior on the continent. In that vocabulary an ‘aspect of a thing’ is a point of view from which the thing can be considered. An aspect is then primarily something of the viewer, not of the thing viewed. The physical aspect of a tree is then a point of view from which the tree can be viewed. What is that point of view? The point of view in which a certain family of concepts is applied to the tree, namely the family that includes such concepts as: atom, molecule, electron, mass, charge and impulse. What is it that makes these concepts physical concepts? This question cannot be answered because physics and ‘the physical’ are defined by these concepts. Analogously, the economical aspect of a thing is a point of view from which that thing can be considered. What is that point of view? It is the point of view in which a certain family of concepts is applied to things, namely the family that includes such concepts as: price, market, value, production, labor, frugality, etc. What is it that makes these concepts economical concepts? That question cannot be answered because economics and ‘the economical’ are defined by these concepts.


By my lights, the use of  ‘aspect’ in Dooyeweerd’s version of CP is rather closely related to this. In that version an aspect is a certain point of view from which an individual thing can be viewed, and points of view are characterized by certain families of concepts that are applied to things by human beings.
 But this way of thinking is not without problems either. It contains a consistency problem. For if an aspect is a point of view of a thinking or analyzing subject, then it cannot, at the same time, be something of the object (thing). If an aspect is a point of view of a subject, then stones and trees cannot have aspects. For in that case the subject, given a certain point of view, ascribes to the object certain properties. A thing’s having those properties is, in that case, dependent upon the point of view of a thinker or viewer--which is as antirealist a position concerning properties as one can get. The consistency problem, then, is that one cannot endorse, on the one hand, (5) and (6), and on the other (7), (8), and (9) at the same time.


One could try to evade this problem by saying that the concepts that can be applied, from a certain point of view, to an individual thing, are applicable to that thing because those concepts are concepts of properties of the thing. But this won’t do. For, as we have observed earlier, aspects are not properties of things.

11. This meditation on the first question, then, ends on a sad note. It remains unclear what, in positive terms, an aspect is. 

I should like to add to this that this sad outcome doesn’t necessarily imply that those who have said things in terms of ‘aspect(s)’ have said unintelligible things. For it is surely possible to say something intelligible by means of a sentence that contains word W even when one doesn’t know how to answer the question “What is a W?” This happens all the time. The meaning of the word ‘meaning’, for instance, is notoriously unclear. But this doesn’t imply that the sentence “Jack knows the meaning of the word ‘to procrastinate’” is unintelligible.

II: What is a function?

1. As indicated in the introduction of this paper, ‘aspect’ doesn’t play a central role in all versions of CP. Vollenhoven’s version has no use for that category. Instead, pride of place is given to ‘function’ (in relation to ‘law sphere’). I should now like to meditate on the question what a function is.

2. Perhaps we can understand what a function is when we consider some examples that are sometimes used to illustrate that notion.
 One and the same person can be the father of children, an employee in a company, and the captain of a rugby team. What we have here is one person that has three ‘functions’. And what are ‘functions’? They are tasks and responsibilities. The idea is that a person can do something in his function of  father, or in his function of an employee, or in his function of captain of the rugby team. The idea is furthermore that what a person S does in his function of a father, is not derived from, doesn’t depend on, his function as an employee, or captain. In other words, only some of S’s actions are derived from, depend on, S’s function as a father; other of his actions derive from and depend on his function as an employee, and yet others on his function as captain. That he pays for his daughter’s going to school, takes care of her well being, etc. are all actions that trace back to his function as a father. But that he operates, let us say, a highly complicated machine, and gives orders to various others, traces back to his function as an employee. And so forth.


The example just given sheds some light on what functions are. It allows us to say that a certain individual thing, namely a person, has various functions, i.e. various tasks and responsibilities that do not derive from one another.

3. We can see, I think, that there could be no functions, unless there are individual things that have those functions. Functions require bearers--things that perform the functions. At least, according to this version of CP. Hence this version belongs not to the tradition according to which individual things are bundles, bundles of functions, for example. Instead it belongs to the ‘substance’ tradition according to which functions require something that has or performs those functions.


The example given in the previous section provides us with an argument for the correctness of this way of thinking. For, even if S gives up his job, and starts his own business (and hence no longer has the function of an employee), or when he resigns as the team’s captain, S is still the same person. The functions that S has, so to speak, laid off, can only be performed provided another individual thing, so to speak, steps in. The point is: individual things are not bundles of functions.


The same example allows us to see something else. Functions require a bearer, in this case person S, but this doesn’t imply that those functions cannot be handed over to some other person. They require a bearer, but not necessarily S. Even his function of fatherhood can be handed over to someone else, for instance when S comes to pass away. Of course, the person who takes over this function from S, doesn’t become that father of the girl. The only father the girl will ever have is S, i.e. her natural father. But someone else may take over the function of a father, in the sense of accepting the tasks and responsibilities of a father.

4. According to the version of CP we are now considering persons are not the only bearers of functions. All individual things are the bearers of functions, persons as much as stones, trees as much as families. Of course, neither stones, nor trees, nor families can bear the function of being the captain of the rugby team. But they do have functions, that can be grouped together and referred to as: spatial functions, physical functions, organic functions, linguistic functions, juridical functions.


But what does this all mean? What is meant when it is said that a stone has a physical function? Or when it is said that it has a biotical function? The analogy is that just as S has the function of captain of the rugby team, so the stone has the function of …., yes of what? What, exactly, is the analogy here?

5. Maybe it is this. Just as S has the function of captain, so the stone has the function of being composed out of physical material that is subjected to physical laws.


This, however, isn’t very satisfying, for it certainly seems odd to say that ‘being composed out of physical material that is subjected to physical laws’ is a function of the stone. And if one insists on saying this, the word ‘function’ is used in a meaning quite different from the one in which it is used in such sentences as “S has the function of captain in the rugby team”, “S’s function is to keep the machine going”. And when it is used in a different meaning, the analogy collapses. The case of S’s having various functions then no longer gives us a handle on how to think about a stone’s or tree’s having or performing certain functions.

6. It may be, however, that we should not try to think about, say, the physical function of a stone in a way that is analogous to S and his functions. What a function could be in this non-analogous sense will be investigated below. Before doing so, however, I want to draw attention to the fact that stones and trees do have functions in a way that parallels S’s function of being a captain S. Here are some examples:

· A stone can function as a paper weight
· A tree can have the function to bring some shade into the garden

· A chair can function as a ladder

· A telephone book can function as an elevation

· A Rolls Royce functions as a symbol to indicate status.

In these cases the expressions ‘having function F’ and ‘functioning as an F’ (and related expressions) mean as much as is used as an F, or does duty for an F. It is an important truth that just as persons can have various functions at the same time, stones and trees too can have various functions at the same time. One and the same painting can function as a financial investment, as an object that decorates one’s house and as a symbol that indicates status. The pile of papers can be kept together by a stone, but also by a book, that does duty for a paper weight.


Let us call functions of this type ‘Beta functions’. They may be defined as follows:


F is a Beta function of thing X =df. X is used as an F (or does duty as an F).

7. As indicated earlier, what the physical function of a stone is, cannot be understood in a way that is analogous to how we can understand Beta functions. Is there a way to understand the expression ‘physical function of a stone’? I think there is, and it is suggested by Vollenhoven himself. For when he uses ‘function’ outside the context of persons who have functions, what he has in mind is what other philosophers have in mind when they talk about ‘properties’.
 A stone’s having a physical function means that it has physical properties. And what are physical properties? Such properties as being composed of physical material, having a certain mass, and being heat conductive to a certain extent, etc. (and this in turn is related to being subject to a certain type of laws). Not only stones, trees too have a physical function, i.e. have physical properties. If we want to call these properties ‘functions’, we can call them ‘Alpha functions’, so as to distinguish them from the Beta functions, and define them as follows:


F is an Alpha function of X =df. X has property F.

8. Like the other version of CP, this one too distinguishes between subject and object functions of individual things. How is this to be spelled out in terms of ‘properties’? In the following way. A stone has, among others things, a physical subject function. In terms of ‘properties’ we may say that a stone has certain intrinsic physical properties. We can now see, I believe, that the intrinsic properties of a thing are its Alpha functions. And also that all the Alpha functions of a thing are intrinsic properties. The definition given at the end of the previous section must therefore be reformulated as:


F is an Alpha function of X =df. X has property F intrinsically.

A stone, e.g. a diamond, has an economical object function. Translated into ‘property’ terminology we may say that the stone has certain relational economic properties, for instance the property that it costs more than 100.000 euro. Relational properties are properties a thing has because it stands in a certain relation with other things. In the case of the stone the relata are, on the one hand, of course, the stone, and on the other human persons that value the stone very highly. We can now see, I think, that the relational properties of a thing are its Beta functions.

An individual thing can loose a relational property, without undergoing a real change. It undergoes what has sometimes be called ‘a mere Cambridge change’. If, for whatever reasons, a stone looses its value, it doesn’t suffer a real change, only a Cambridge one. But individual things cannot loose an intrinsic property without suffering a real change; and some may even vanish out of existence and make place for another kind of thing, or things. When a tree dies, it looses the intrinsic property of being alive and makes place for something else, namely dead wood. 


The upshot of this section may be summarized in two definitions: 


F is an intrinsic property of X =df.  X cannot loose F without suffering a real change.


F is a relational property of X =df. X can loose F without suffering a real change.

9. In order to find out whether a property is intrinsic or relational, the following imaginary device may prove helpful. Suppose there is a perfect duplication machine, one that doesn’t just copy what is on a sheet onto another, but that duplicates entire objects. If a sheet of paper were to be put in the “IN” tray, not only would the words on the sheet be copied, but an atom for atom, and molecule for molecule copy of the sheet itself will appear in the “OUT” tray. If a pencil were to be put in the “IN” tray, a molecule for molecule true copy of it would appear in the “OUT” tray. And if the Queen of England were to be put in the “IN” tray (we may suppose that the machine is appropriately designed), an atom for atom and molecule for molecule true copy of Elizabeth would appear in the “OUT” tray. This is the way the device works.

Now suppose we insert into the machine one of the Queens jewels, for instance a green, oval shaped emerald and put the thing to work. Then in the “OUT” tray appears a perfect duplicate. The properties of being green, and oval shaped are copied by the machine. Now suppose the emerald that was put in the “IN” tray also had the property of being given to the queen by her husband. Does the emerald in the “OUT” tray also have this property? Of course not. For it is only the emerald in the “IN” tray that was given to the queen by her husband. 

This imaginary machine gives us a handle on how to distinguish between the two sorts of properties. Properties that are copied by the machine, are intrinsic; properties that are not,  are relational.


The value of this imaginary machine is of course limited. It can at best be applied to material objects. Numbers, and sets also have intrinsic and relational properties. But in order to find out which properties are intrinsic and which relational, the device won’t be of any help. This follows from the description I gave of the device: it gives an atom for atom and molecule for molecule true copy of the original. But numbers and sets are ‘abstract objects’, not composed of atoms or molecules. Hence they cannot be put into the “IN” tray.

10. The question I now want to address is how we should think about the relation between the Alpha functions of a thing, and its Beta functions. The examples in II,6 suggest the following. It is because a stone has the Alpha functions it has that it can perform the function of a paper weight. It is because a tree has the Alpha functions it has, that it can serve as a provider of shadow in the garden. It is because a chair has the Alpha functions it has, that it can do duty as a ladder. And so forth. From this I conclude that individual things have Beta functions because they have the Alpha functions they have. By this I mean to affirm that a thing’s potential to perform certain Beta functions, depends on its having the Alpha functions it has. It is a necessary condition for a thing’s potential to have certain Beta functions, that it has certain Alpha functions.


And how is the relation between Alpha and Beta functions in the case of S and his functions as father, employee, and captain? By my lights there is no difference here. It is because S has the Alpha functions it has, that he can perform the Beta functions of being a father, an employee, and a captain. And what exactly are S’s Alpha functions? They include such functions as being embodied, being (regularly) conscious, and being endowed with reason, will, and emotion.

11. If one adopts the way of thinking sketched out in the previous sections, one can be a metaphysical realist concerning the Alpha functions of things and at the same a metaphysical antirealist concerning its Beta functions. And this is an appropriate result. After all, that a stone and a tree have Alpha functions, is independent of there being human persons. But that they have such Beta functions as economical and juridical functions, is dependent on there being human persons.

12. I finally want to make a recommendation concerning terminology. In Vollenhoven’s version of CP it may be said that it is function of a stone--an Alpha function—that it weighs 4,7 kilogram. However, given the way ‘function’ is used in everyday language, as well as in what is nowadays referred to as ‘Functionalism’, we are well advised to use ‘property’ instead of ‘Alpha function’, and ‘function’ sans phase instead of ‘Beta function’. Let me explain. In everyday language we do say the things that are listed in section II,6, but we don’t say such things as “It is a function of the stone that it weighs 4,7 kilogram”. Instead we say that weighing 4,7 kilogram is a property of the stone. Representatives of ‘Functionalism’ have rightly noted that different physical materials can be used to perform the same function. The standard example is the antique crystal set, the vacuum-tube and the transistor radio whose physical structures are radically different but nonetheless they perform the same function. As functionalists put it, these things have very different physical (and other) properties, all of them do the same: they pick up certain input signals and produce music and meaningful sounds.

III. Conclusion

My conclusion from this meditation is that ‘aspect’ is quite a problematic category in CP’s ontological discourse. It proved hard to give it a decent sense. And insofar it was possible, acceptance of the notion seemed to commit its user to a far reaching form of metaphysical antirealism.


None of these problems beset the notion of (a) ‘function’. It was possible to give it a decent sense. Some functions, I argued, Alpha functions, are properties things have; other functions, Beta functions, are what other philosophers have called ‘function’ sans phrase. Acceptance of the notion of ‘function’ has the great advantage of being compatible with a robust sort of metaphysical realism.

� I use ‘Calvinistic Philosophy’ and not ‘philosophy of the Cosmonimic Idea’ (or ‘Wijsbegeerte der Wetsidee’) because both Dooyeweerd and Vollenhoven have used it to label their work (although later in his career, Dooyeweerd abandoned the term). Vollenhoven never referred to his philosophy with the words ‘Wijsbegeerte der Wetsidee’.


� It is extraordinary difficult to give a precise definition of an individual thing. See for this Peter van Inwagen, Metaphysics (Boulder: Westview, 1993) chapter 2.


� Herman Dooyeweerd, A New Critique of Theoretical Thought (Philadelphia: PRPC, 1969) vol. 3, parts I and II.


� This point I owe to Anthony Tol; in private communication he claimed that Dooyeweerd’s notion of an individual thing is only intelligible when it is viewed as a version of the bundle theory. His argument is that Dooyeweerd speaks about the identity of things in terms of  “individuality structures”, and that those structures are located on the law-side of reality, not on the subject-side (i.e. the side of the individual things themselves).


� See my “Enkele argumenten tegen het naturalisme”, in: Jan de Bruijn (red.), Dooyeweerd herdacht (Amsterdam: VU Uitgeverij, 1995) pp.40-41.


� I owe this point to Dick Stafleu.


� G.E. Moore, Principia Ethica (Oxford: OUP, 1901).


� R.M. Chisholm, Theory of Knowledge (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice Hall, 1977, 2nd edition).


� The problem touched upon here is called, in Dooyeweerd’s terminology, the problem of the ‘meaning nucleus’.


� In discussing the “Thomist metaphysical standpoint”, Dooyeweerd says: “[W]hen this metaphysics ascribes ‘objective’ qualities of a sensory, logical, aesthetic and ethical character to natural things in themselves, it is forgotten that these ‘objective’ functions have meaning only in the subject object relations of human experience. … [V]iewed from the supertemporal creaturely root of the earthly existence, th[e] inorganic, just as the vegetable kingdom and the animal kingdom, has no existence apart from man” (A New Critique, vol. 2, p.53).


� E.g. D. H. Th. Vollenhoven, Het Calvinisme en de reformatie van de wijsbegeerte (Amsterdam: Paris, 1933) 28-31.


� Vollenhoven talks about the set of functions as the ‘mantle of functions’ that an individual thing wears. This remarkable imagery, however, is potentially misleading. For a mantle requires in some sense a bearer but is, at the same time itself an individual thing. Vollenhoven however meant ‘mantle of functions’ in such a way that it is not an individual thing.


� This is suggested by Vollenhoven, Isagooge Philosophiae (ed. 1967), par. 54 (p.34) where he uses ‘function’ as a synonym for ‘property’.


� It should be added that this is no more than a rule of thumb. For some relational properties also get copied, for instance the property of having the same colour as the thing in the other tray of the machine.


� A valuable study of how a metaphysical realist can treat such things as money, is John R. Searle, The Construction of Social Reality (New York: The Free Press, 1993).


� For comments on an earlier draft of this paper I am much indebted to Anthony Tol, as well as to Dick Stafleu and an anonymous referee for this journal. Inspiring were also the long conversations with Sander Griffioen in Budapest, June 2002.
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