Siding with Euthyphro:
Response-Dependence, Essentiality and the Individuation of Ordinary Objects
by
Asta Kristjana Sveinsdéttir

Submitted to the Department of Linguistics and Philosophy
on June 14, 2004 in Partial Fulfillment of the
Requirements for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy in
Philosophy

ABSTRACT

The motivation for the dissertation is the desire to take a certain Kantian intuition
seriously. This is the intuition that aspects of the world may be dependent in some way on, or
constructed by, human thought and practices. The aim of the thesis is to offer one clear and
coherent articulation of this intuition.

What I offer is an account of what makes a property essential to an object that traces the
source of that essentiality to our conceptual practices. This is a key component of an anti-realist
essentialism.

The main claim is that essentiality—the property of being an essential property of an
object—is conferred by ideal representatives of us concept users. The idea that a property is
conferred is familiar to us from Plato: Does the gods' love confer the property of being pious on
the action or do the gods merely detect the property of being pious in the action and their love is
simply a reaction to it? How is one to argue that a property is, perhaps despite first appearances,
conferred? In the first chapter, I draw on the literature on response-dependence to provide a
general strategy for arguing that a property is conferred. In the second chapter, I use that general
strategy to argue that essentiality is conferred by ideal representatives of us concept users at the
limit of enquiry into what we actual concept users are committed to in our use of concepts. It is
the ideal representatives' finding it inconceivable that the object in question not have the property
that confers essentiality onto a property of the object. In this way essentiality is shown to have its
source in our conceptual practices, and not in a world that is independent of us. The third
chapter brings out epistemological virtues of my conferralist account of essentiality. I start with
our practices of engaging in thought experiments about the essences of things and show how my
account vindicates those practices.
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