
COMPOSITE SUBSTANCES AS TRUE WHOLES:

TOWARD A MODIFIED NYĀYA-VAIŚEṢIKA THEORY OF COMPOSITE 

SUBSTANCES

In the Categories Aristotle defined substance as that which is neither predicable of nor in 

another.1  In saying that a substance is not predicable of another, Aristotle meant to 

exclude genera and species from the category substance.2  A man is a substance but not 

man.  In saying that a substance is not in another, Aristotle meant to exclude property 

particulars from the category.  A man is a substance, not his color.3 

The Categories treats substances as simples.  Though a particular substance, 

Bucephalus the horse, has parts, it is nevertheless a single entity in the category substance 

and, hence, incomplex in the way a black thing or a running man are not.4  Black things 

and runners are complex because they are aggregates of substances and property 

particulars.   Even if a horse is one substance and, thus, an entity unlike a substance cum 

some of its attributes or a group of related substances, a horse is made of parts and one 

may wonder how it is related to its parts, as well as how its being made of parts coheres 

with the definition of substance given in the Categories.  The Categories does not tell us 

how a complex substance is related to its parts; it only tells us that its parts are not in it in 

the way its properties are.5 This makes sense; while the particular properties of a horse 

ontologically depend on it, it would seem ontologically dependent on its parts.  If that is 
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the case it is hard to see how a horse could be a substance, if a substance is neither 

predicable of nor in another (or others).

It is well known that Aristotle tried to solve the problem of how composite 

substances are true unities in such works as the Physics and the Metaphysics.  Aristotle’s 

proposed solution to the problem of how his definition of substance allows that 

composites exist is fascinating, as are later interpretations of it. However, we will not 

pursue any of these solutions.  Instead we will explore a theory of composite substances 

which is based on a different definition of substance from Aristotle’s.  This theory was 

worked out over many centuries by philosophers of the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika school, one 

of the “orthodox” schools of Indian thought.6  We shall argue in this paper that the 

Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika theory of substance is plausible in itself, provides clear criteria for 

distinguishing substances from non-substances, and poses no problems in principle for 

accepting the existence of composite substances.  We think that these features of their 

theory give it advantages over Aristotle’s.  Common sense holds that, if there are 

substances, such things as trees and cats are, but it also holds that such things are not only 

composite substances but are made of other substances.  It is this last intuition which 

Aristotle’s definition of substance seems to deny and, for this reason, we believe that a 

theory of substances that allows that some substances are made out of other substances 

has certain prima facie advantages over Aristotle’s.

Every metaphysical theory is beset with difficulties, so it will come as no surprise 

that this holds of the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika theory of composite substances.  In this paper 

we do not have the space to pursue all the difficulties which beset that theory and will 

concentrate on the one we think gravest.  It is that the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika theory entails 
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that no composite substance in fact endures for more than a few moments.  Since the 

intuition that at least some composites endure for quite a length of time is at least roughly 

as strong as the intuitions that there are composites and that they are made of other  

substances, we believe that this entailment of the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika theory of 

composites is quite grave, perhaps as grave as those that face any Aristotelian theory of 

them.  Fortunately, however, the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika theory can be modified in such a 

way that it does not have this entailment, yet retains its advantages over Aristotle's.  The 

main aim of this paper is to develop this modification and to support the truth of the 

following conditional: If there are composite substances, then the modified Nyāya-

Vaiśeṣika theory of their nature is a plausible account of what they are and of how 

they are related to their parts.

A secondary aim of this paper is to better acquaint contemporary philosophers 

with some of the central concepts and arguments of the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika

tradition.  We hope that our exposition of these will convince readers of the worthiness of 

this aim. 

I The Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika Theory of Composite Substances 

The Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas of ancient and medieval India developed an integrated 

philosophical system that includes epistemology, formal logic, philosophy of language, 

ethics, and metaphysics.7 This system developed over centuries and exhibits a 

thoroughness and order that rivals that of the medieval European scholastics. Though we 

cannot do justice to it here, we hope to shed light on the power it has to suggest solutions 

3



to some old problems concerning the composition and endurance of composite 

substances. Our focus is philosophical rather than exegetical or historical.  Specifically, 

we focus on the philosophical strengths of the theory of composite substances that our 

study of Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika metaphysics has suggested, rather than on the accuracy of 

our interpretation of it or on the ways it changed over time. 

In explicating the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika theory of composite substances, we begin 

by explicating its theory of categories. In order to do that we think it best to start with an 

explication of the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika category inherence. 

1. The Category Inherence

Inherence is one of the six fundamental ontological categories recognized by the seminal 

Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika thinker Praśastapāda (500s A.D.), and by nearly all Nyāya-

Vaiśeṣika philosophers after him.8 These categories are substance, quality, motion, 

universal, individuator, and inherence (absence was added later).9 Each of these 

categories was posited by the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas in order to account for the 

truth of propositions.10 Their category theory can be understood as an 

attempt to exhaustively enumerate the sorts of things we must posit 

as truthmakers for propositions.11 Things are often said by the Nyāya-

Vaiśeṣikas to be the loci of other things.12 A rose is said to be the locus of a certain 

quality, a certain red. This red is said to inhere in this rose. There are several entities in 

different categories the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas thought must be posited to 

account for the truth of the claim “This red is in this rose,” and each one 

corresponds to a grammatical part of it. “This red” corresponds to an actually existent 
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property particular; “this rose” corresponds to an actually existent substance; “is in” 

corresponds to the relation of inherence between the red and the rose.13

In the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika system, inherence is conceptually prior to all the other 

categories, though this was first made explicit by Udayana (1000s A.D.),14 who is 

commonly held to be the greatest Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika philosopher.15 In his work on 

Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika ontology, Laksanāvalī, he shows that one can define three of the 

other categories—substance, universal, and individuator—by specifying one or more of 

the inherence relations of entities in those categories and that qualities and motions can 

be distinguished from things in all of the other categories in this way as well, though they 

cannot be adequately distinguished from each other without invoking further primitive 

concepts.16 Thus, by making use of the idea of inherence, most of the Nyāya-

Vaiśeṣika categories can either be adequately defined or supplied with necessary 

conditions. 

Inherence can be defined as an asymmetrical relation which is (i) a constituent of 

the truthmaker for any true proposition of the form “this subsists in that” and (ii) such 

that none of its relata can, while both continue to exist, exist outside the relation.17 To say 

that inherence is a constituent of the truthmaker for any true proposition of the form “this 

subsists in that” is to say that it is that by virtue of which one thing x is in another thing y 

as its substratum (in the way a quality is in a substance, for instance).  The notion of one 

thing subsisting in another is difficult to define, as is clear from the fact that 

Praśastapāda, an acute definer, was forced to appeal to examples to explicate it.  But 

he did make clear that inherence is more intimate than conjunction (he gives as an 

example of conjunction “the curd is in the pit”).18  The intimacy of the nature of the 
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inherence relation is indicated by the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika insistence that it is permanent, 

meaning that, if the relation is broken, one of its relata is destroyed.19  This last feature of 

inherence was taken by classical Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika thinkers to be integral to its 

function in uniting things in different categories such that one of the two sustains the 

other in being.  Usually the one that is sustaining is the one that is the substratum of the 

other.  This is true of a substance with respect to its qualities and motions and of the 

substances which form the parts of a composite.  But in the case of the inherence of a 

universal in a particular, the ontological priority of the substratum (the inhered-in thing) 

with respect to the inhering thing, is reversed.  Though it is the universal that inheres in 

the particular and the particular that is inhered-in, it is the universal that gives being to the 

particular by making it the sort of thing it is and it is the particular that could not survive 

apart from the universal that inheres in it, rather than the other way around.20  

The Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas posited inherence to fulfill several ontological roles. 

 Their conception of the way inherence links universals with particulars, and qualities and 

motions with substances, can reasonably be seen to involve what in the West is called 

“formal causality”. For in these cases the inherence relation brings it about that the 

inhered-in thing is, in some way, characterized by the inhering thing. For example, 

according the the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas, a brown cow is characterized, via the inherence 

relation, by the universal cowness and by a brown trope.  But the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika 

conception of the way inherence links composites to their parts did not involve any kind 

of formal causality.  The Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas would have insisted that it is not strictly 

speaking true that the threads of a mat are characterized by the mat. Hence, having 

material parts is importantly different from being a cow or being brown.21 This 
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peculiarity of what might be called the mereological function of inherence will play a role 

in our modification of the classical  Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika doctrine of the nature of 

composites. 

2. The Category Substance 

Udayana gave several definitions of substance.22 One of them is “that in which inheres 

that in which inheres that which inheres.”23 What Udayana meant by this is that only 

things in the category substance have inhering in them something that itself has 

something inhering in it. Every substance has a quality (taken as a trope) inhering in it, 

and every quality has more than one universal inhering in it, but no non-substance has 

inhering in it something that itself has something inhering in it.  One might think, 

however, that qualities have inhering in them things which have other things inhering in 

them, since one might think either that some qualities have other qualities inhering in 

them, or that some universals have other universals inhering in them.  But the Nyāya-

Vaiśeṣikas denied that any quality could inhere in another quality—that would make a 

quality into a substance.24  Although the red inhering in a rose is a color, that should not 

be taken to imply that a property particular inheres in the red of a rose (after all the red 

color of a rose is not colored); what it should be taken to imply is that both redness and 

colorness co-inhere in the red color of the rose.25  Again, although everything that is red 

is colored, the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas thought it would be wrong to take that to mean that 

colorness inheres in redness.  Whatever a universal inheres in is a particular, and redness 

is not a particular.  Thus no universal inheres in another, but some universals are “higher” 

(have greater extension) than others.26 Since both substances and qualities have universals 
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inhering in them (for instance, flowerness and roseness in a rose and colorness and 

redness in the red of the rose), substances and qualities must be distinguished by some 

other feature. The difference that Udayana selects is this: nothing other than universals 

inheres in qualities, but non-universals inhere in every substance since every substance 

has qualities inhering in it. For x to be a substance, x need only be such that it has 

inhering in it some y that itself has some z inhering in it. 

3. Kinds of Substance

It should be evident that, unlike Aristotle’s definition of substance, Udayana’s does not 

preclude substances from inhering in substances. For Udayana, and the Nyāya-

Vaiśeṣikas generally,27 substance is defined by what inheres in it rather that by its  

inability to inhere. There are two basic kinds of substance: eternal and non-eternal.28 The 

Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas held that atoms, souls, space, ether,29 and time are the only eternal 

substances. These never came to be nor will they cease to be because they are simple, i.e. 

do not inhere in anything else.30 Of these only atoms and souls are kinds of eternal 

substance (i.e. only these instantiate universals peculiar to them). Space, ether, and time, 

though they each instantiate the universals substanceness and existenceness, are not kinds 

of eternal substance since there is only one space, one ether, and one time.31  Atoms and 

souls can be differentiated in various ways, but one way is by reference to their 

magnitude. Atoms are wholly unextended, while souls have infinite extension (they are 

co-located with everything).32 Atoms do not inhere in anything and are the ultimate 

constituents of physical reality. Non-eternal substances are composite. They are 

extended, but their extension is limited. 
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4. The Structure and Generation of Composite Substances

In addition to being distinguished from souls by their magnitude, atoms are distinguished 

from them because they are capable of motion, and some of their motions result in the 

generation of new substances—composite substances. 33 Composites must inhere in two 

or more atoms. The substances in which composites inhere are their inherence causes. 

Recall that inherence is a relation such that, so long as each relatum persists, the relation 

persists. Thus the generation of the composite substance does not destroy the atoms in  

which the composite is generated. The whole is not, strictly speaking, made out of atoms; 

it subsists in them, occupying the same space as they do, though its space is not limited to 

the space occupied by any one of the substances it inheres in.34 Atomic substances are 

sustaining causes of emergent wholes. For example, when two atoms are conjoined to 

make a dyad (the smallest sort of whole) a new substance comes to be from nothing in the 

previously existing atoms.  This implies that when atoms of the right sort are conjoined in 

the right way they have the power to produce a new substance which inheres in them. 

This new substance is as distinct from them as they are from each other, and it is 

dependent on them both for its coming to be and for its continuing to.  Atomic substances 

are causes of the wholes that inhere in them because they provide those wholes with their 

sustaining substrata. They also contribute, extrinsically, to the essence of new wholes by 

constraining the kinds of wholes that may come to be in them. To use an example from 

Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika physics, earth atoms are not suitable for the production of just any 

whole.35 
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Atomic substances are not the only substances that can serve as inherence causes 

for emergent substances. Composite substances (that is, wholes) may also serve as 

constituents for further composites. In fact, the composites with which we are most 

familiar are the result of multiple layers of the inherence of substances in one another. A 

cloth inheres in threads, but those threads are not atoms. Nor do they proximately inhere 

in atoms. There is a long hierarchy of inherence relations that is responsible for every 

composite substance that humans encounter.36 Composites that serve as inherence causes 

constrain their effects in the same way as atomic substances. It is impossible for a pot to 

be made from milk, or for curd to be made from clay.

What precipitates the generation of a composite substance? We said earlier that 

some motions of atomic substances produce composites. This is only loosely true. The 

most proximate cause of the generation of the emergent entity is the conjunction of the 

constituent atoms.37 Conjunctions were held by the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas to be non-

monadic qualities in which a certain quality universal (conjunctionness) inheres and 

which themselves inhere in more than one substance.  Unlike inherence, conjunction was 

not thought by the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas to be a relation such that each of its relata must 

be in that relation for as long as both exist, i.e. the destruction of a conjunction is not 

necessarily accompanied by the destruction of any of the things related by it.  In the case 

of the conjunction of two pots, the conjunction may be destroyed though both pots 

continue to exist. A conjunction, in essence, is the proximate spatial contact of two non-

ubiquitous entities, and it is non-locus-pervading.38 That it is non-locus-pervading means 

that two substances related to each other by it are so related only in virtue of certain of 

their parts.  A pot on a table is conjoined with the table in virtue of its bottom being in 
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contact with part of the top of a table, not in virtue of all of its parts being in contact with 

some or all of the parts of the table.

There is another cause that we should touch upon. The efficient cause is what is 

responsible for the motion of substances, including atomic substances.39 As we have seen, 

the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas held that when certain substances are conjoined in certain ways 

they produce new wholes that inhere in them. For this reason it might be thought that the 

Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas  held that such substances are partial efficient causes of the wholes 

that they produce in themselves.  They did not, apparently for the same reason that Reid 

denied that any non-rational substance could be a true efficient cause—i.e., could act in 

the deepest sense.  He denied this because he thought that a stick of dynamite is 

determined by its nature to explode when all the necessary and sufficient conditions for 

its exploding are present. The dynamite is more acted on than acting.40  The Nyāya-

Vaiśeṣika doctrine was similar. 41 For them a genuine efficient cause acts freely, on 

purpose, for a reason. Souls are able to satisfy these conditions--insentient beings cannot; 

they are like falling dominoes.  We point this out since, in light of the fact that the 

Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas believed that wholes are what we would call emergent entities that 

are necessarily produced in certain insentient substances when those substances are 

conjoined in certain ways,42 it might appear puzzling that they did not include the proper 

parts of wholes among their efficient causes. We hasten to add, however, that the Nyaya-

Vaisesika definition of efficient cause does not affect the aspects of their theory we are 

focusing on. 
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Finally, the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas recognized the instrumental cause. If a weaver 

uses a shuttle to move threads in the appropriate way to weave a cloth, the shuttle is an 

instrumental cause of the cloth. 

The Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika account of causality in substantial generation takes into 

account each of the causes mentioned. The efficient cause moves preexisting substances 

in such a way that new conjunctions come to exist. Those substances serve as the 

substrata for the new composite. The emergent composite is produced in the inherence 

causes by the efficient cause or causes in virtue of the particular nature of those inherence 

causes. In the case of the generation of a cloth, the action of the weaver (using the 

shuttle) on pre-existing threads causes new conjunctions between them. These 

conjunctions are the most immediate causes of the emergent cloth.43

5. The Qualities of Composite Substances and their Causes

We wish to point out one feature of the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika doctrine of composites 

which will make it appealing to contemporaries who want to affirm the existence of such 

substances as cats, trees, and tables, while at the same time upholding scientific realism 

about their parts. This feature of the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika doctrine is that it provides for 

structural explanations of the properties of composite substances without reducing those 

substances to their substantial parts or to collections of those parts. By a 'structural 

explanation' of the properties of composites we mean any explanation of those properties 

in terms of the parts such substances are made of coupled with the monadic and non-

monadic properties of those parts. It should be clear from our earlier discussion of 

Aristotle's definition of substance that it precludes a structural explanation of the 
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properties of composites in terms of the properties of their substantial parts since it does 

not allow that any substance can inhere in another substance or group of substances.

On the other hand, reductivist accounts of composite substances have no trouble 

accommodating structural explanations of the properties of composite substances; in fact, 

the success of such explanations is often regarded as a powerful reason for endorsing 

reductivism. But reductivist accounts face the challenge of producing some candidate 

with which a composite could be identified. It is difficult to see how a composite 

substance could be identical to its parts, since those parts are numerically distinct from 

one another. Nor does it seem promising to say that a composite substance is identical to 

a set. Sets are generally thought to be abstract objects, and as such they apparently lack 

some of the properties with which material objects are endowed. One can trip over a cat, 

but not over a set. Although we do not want to insist that reductivists cannot find a way to 

meet this challenge, we want to point out that any theory of composite substances that 

can accommodate structural explanations without facing this challenge will have some 

advantages over reductivist theories. In the rest of this section we shall show how the 

Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas accommodate structural explanations without 

endorsing reductivism about composite substances.44

In opposition to reductivists of their day,45 the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas insisted that 

such complex entities as cats,46 trees, and pots are substances having properties of their 

own which are numerically distinct from the properties of any other substance or group of 

substances.  In opposition to hylomorphists the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas would have insisted 

that the properties of composite substances can be partially explained by reference to the 

properties of the substances that composites inhere in.  For these reasons the Nyāya-
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Vaiśeṣikas posited a type of cause distinct from the inherence cause and the efficient 

cause.  This type of cause they named the non-inherence cause.47 We define it formally 

on their behalf:

Non-Inherence Cause = df. x is a non-inherence cause iff (i) x is a 

monadic or non-monadic quality inhering in one or more of the 

members of a set S of substances that are themselves related either 

by a non-monadic quality (e.g. conjunction, disjunction) or by 

inherence, and (ii) x is causally relevant either to the production of a 

new substance in the members of S, or to the production of a new 

quality in some of the members of S.48

We have already mentioned the role that the conjunction of the parts of a 

composite plays in its production. The conjunction of the threads composing a cloth is the 

most proximate cause of the cloth, and it is neither an inherence cause of it (since the 

cloth inheres in the threads, not in their conjunctions), nor an efficient cause of it (since 

the efficient cause is what brings about the conjunctions of the threads). The Nyāya-

Vaiśeṣikas thus dubbed it the non-inherence cause of the cloth.

The qualities of a cloth, according to the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas, have causes as 

real as the cloth.  The inherence cause of these qualities is the composite, the cloth.  But 

this cause does not exhaust the causes of the qualities of a cloth--those qualities, being 

qualities of a composite rather than of a simple substance, are in some way explicable by 

reference to the qualities of the substances in which the cloth inheres.  These qualities 

were held by the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas to be the non-inherence causes of the qualities of  

a cloth.  Consider a cloth’s color.  If a cloth is made entirely of black threads, the color of 

the cloth will be black and the color of the threads will be the non-inherence causes of 
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that color.  Suppose, though, a cloth is made in black and white threads--what would the 

color of the cloth be?  The Buddhist opponents of the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas objected that 

the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika theory entails that the color of the cloth would be both black and 

white, an absurdity.  The Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas answered that their theory entails that the 

color of the cloth is neither white nor black but variegated.49  Thus, in the case of a cloth 

made from differently-colored threads, we have an instance of a whole with qualities that 

are different in kind from the qualities of its parts, even though that quality is, itself, 

partly explicable by reference to the distinct colors of the threads in which the cloth 

inheres.  According to the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika theory, even a cloth made of threads 

uniform in color will have a color of its own, numerically distinct from the color of the 

threads in which it inheres.  

The Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika insistence that composite substances 

possess qualities that are numerically distinct from the qualities of  

their parts suggests another objection. Buddhist opponents of the Nyāya-

Vaiśeṣikas argued that, if this were correct, composites would weigh twice as much as 

the combined weight of their parts.50 Since obviously woven threads do not tip the scales 

any more than unwoven, it is false that composites possess qualities numerically distinct 

from those of their parts. And if some of the qualities of a composite are reducible to the 

qualities of its parts, what reason is there for refusing to reduce it to its parts? 

The typical Nyaya-Vaisesika answer to this was weak--composites weigh more 

than their parts combined, but this additional weight is too slight for us to detect.51  It 

seems that what the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas should have said is that composites do not 

have any weight. This reply may strike the reader as counterintuitive. We want to say a 
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few words in defense of it. The first point to note is that in metaphysics there is no free 

lunch. Every substantive and consistent account of the world has some counterintuitive 

implications. Rather than jettison any metaphysical theory that has unexpected 

consequences, we think it more reasonable to weigh the theoretical merits (and demerits) 

of theories against one another. The point of this paper is to advertize the merits of a 

modified Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika account of composite substances; we leave it 

to the reader to decide how attractive she finds the wares we are 

offering and whether they are worth the price.

Second, we want to respond to the Buddhist contention that, if 

composites possess qualities that are numerically distinct from the 

qualities of their parts, they must weigh twice as much as the combined weight of 

those parts. The Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas are committed to the claim that each 

quality of a composite substance is numerically distinct from the 

qualities of its parts. Furthermore, they took it that such irreducible 

qualities were to be explained by reference to the parts' qualities. 

Nonetheless, it does not follow from this that a composite possesses 

any weight whatsoever, nor that it should possess a weight equal to 

that of the sum of its parts. To put it more generally, from the fact that 

each of a composite's qualities are irreducible to the qualities of its 

parts, and that the qualities of its parts help to explain the existence of 

these qualities, nothing follows about what sorts of qualities that 

composite has or could have. That a cloth has no weight even though 

its parts do may be surprising; but science has shown that intuition is 

16



not a good guide concerning what properties macro-entities will turn 

out to have in light of the properties of the micro-entities that compose 

them, nor concerning what properties micro-entities will have in light 

of the macro-entities that they compose.  The Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas 

themselves realized this since they gave powerful arguments that 

atoms could not have any magnitude.  This presented them with a 

problem of how to account for the magnitude of the composite 

substances made in such atoms.  They ingeniously tried to solve this 

problem by having recourse to the plural number of the atoms 

composing the smallest wholes (dyads) as well as the way they are 

conjoined.  We do not wish to defend the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika theory on 

this point; rather, we simply wish to note that they were aware of the 

now commonly acknowledged fact that micro-entities have some 

properties that are radically different from the macro-entities they 

compose, and vice versa. 

Before continuing we should note that the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika insistence that a 

whole is not only different from the substances in which it inheres, but is also a distinct 

substance possessing qualities of its own, saves it from having to embrace some highly 

counterintuitive consequences of certain contemporary theories of the nature of 

composites which are similar to the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika theory in positing the existence 

of wholes which (i) are really distinct from the parts composing them, (ii) are “co-

located” with their parts, and (iii) depend, in some way, on the properties of their parts for 

their own. 
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The most celebrated of these theories has been expounded and defended over 

many years by David Wiggins.52  Wiggins, like the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas, insists that a 

composite such as a tree is not identical with the parts it is made of.  Unlike the Nyāya-

Vaiśeṣikas, he supposes that the aggregate of cellulose molecules a tree is made of is a 

thing53 (even if it is not a substance) and he denies that a tree is “something over and 

above its parts.” More particularly, Wiggins denies that a tree is a distinct material  

substance from its parts.54  But if a tree is not a material substance, it is hard to see how it 

could be a substance at all.  Furthermore, if a tree, though being distinct from the 

aggregate it is made of, is not, nevertheless, a material substance with particular  

properties of its own that are numerically distinct from those of the aggregate it is made 

of, then, as Michael Rea has argued, it would seem that the aggregate of wood molecules 

making it up would be every bit as much a tree as the tree itself!55

II The Evanescence Objection

The Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika doctrine of composites is open to several objections.  Leaving 

aside objections from those philosophers who find the concept “substance” problematic, 

the most powerful of these boil down to four: the conjunction objection, the criterion 

objection, the weight objection, and the evanescence objection.  The conjunction 

objection deals with problems concerning how two material substances, whether of 

atomic or non-atomic size, could ever be conjoined in the sense of coming into direct 

spatial contact. The criterion objection deals with the problem of establishing non-
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arbitrary criteria for determining when the conjunction of already existing substances 

leads to the production of new wholes. As we have seen, the weight objection deals with 

the fact that wholes apparently weigh no more than the sum of their parts.  The 

evanescence objection deals with the problem of how composites could survive the loss 

of any of the substances in which they inhere.  All these objections were pressed against 

the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas hundreds of years ago.56  We believe the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas 

came up with plausible answers to the first two of these,57 but because of limitations of 

space we will not consider them. As we have already pointed out, we think that the 

Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika answer to the weight objection is weak, but that they 

could have availed themselves of a more plausible answer.  Because we 

believe that the evanescence objection is the most serious of these four, and the only one 

that demands that the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika theory be modified, we shall spend the rest of 

this paper addressing it. 

The Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas were mereological essentialists.58 Their mereological 

essentialism was motivated by two important doctrines about parts and wholes. It was not  

motivated by the claim that wholes just are their parts related in certain ways. Of course, 

if you think that a whole just is its parts related in certain ways, then the removal (or 

addition) of a part would constitute the destruction of the “whole.” But the Nyāya-

Vaiśeṣikas thought that the parts of a whole individuate it and sustain it. Since we 

discuss their theory of individuation later, we shall here briefly focus on their view that 

parts are sustaining causes of their wholes, and on how their doctrine of the relation 

between parts and wholes entails mereological essentialism.
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Since inherence is an inseparable relation—that is, a relation such that, so long as 

each relatum exists, the relation must—it follows that if the inherence relation is broken, 

at least one of the relata is destroyed. Which one? Given the definition of inherence, it is 

logically possible that both the parts and the whole be destroyed when the inherence of 

the whole in its parts is. We do not intend to debunk this possibility; here it will suffice to 

show that the whole cannot survive the severing of the relation between it and any of its 

parts. Since atoms are indestructible, when the inherence between a whole and the atoms 

it inheres in is destroyed, it must be the whole that is. But this leaves open the possibility 

that in cases in which a whole inheres in parts that are themselves composites, it is the 

parts rather than the whole which are. Here we offer two reasons for thinking that the 

whole is always destroyed when its relation to a part is. 

The first is based upon a feature of the relation of wholes to their parts which we 

have not mentioned: it is transitive.59 If x is composed of y, and y is composed of z, then x 

is composed of z. Since atoms are the ultimate physical constituents of the universe, it is 

clear from the transitivity of the “whole-part” relation that every whole inheres, whether 

immediately or mediately, in some atoms. These facts, combined with the facts that 

inherence is an inseparable relation and that atoms are indestructible, are enough to show 

that a whole cannot survive the loss of a single proper part. Assume that the inherence 

between whole w and one of its proper parts p exists at time t1 and is broken at time t2. 

Then at t1 there is a series of ancestral inherence relations, going backward from w to p 

and ultimately to some atom a, with finitely many members of the series between p and 

a. Since the inherence between whole and part is transitive, w must inhere in a at t1, and 

the inherence between them must be broken at t2. And since inherence is inseparable, 
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either w or a must be destroyed at t2. But since a is an atom, and hence indestructible, w 

must be destroyed.60

Another reason which the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas used in defense of their 

mereological essentialism is that a whole cannot survive the loss of all its.  If it cannot 

survive the loss of all of its parts, there seems to be no non-arbitrary way of determining 

how many parts it could lose yet remain in existence.  Thus, the majority of the Nyāya-

Vaiśeṣikas embraced the view that a whole could not continue to exist after the loss of 

a single part.

Although the mereological essentialism of the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas is entailed by 

their view that wholes inhere in their parts, and though such a mereological essentialism 

would supply very clear answers to certain mereological puzzles, it is not without 

problems. Even in the hey-day of the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika school, it was clear that some 

purported composites—organisms--frequently lose and gain particles.61 Since then, 

science has shown indisputably that this takes place, not only in the case of organisms, 

but also in the case of artifacts such as pots and tables. In fact, it is now known that 

microscopic particles are being ejected and drawn into such purported wholes almost 

continuously. Let us call the proposition expressed here, that particles are being 

frequently expelled and drawn into wholes, (f).  Let us call the proposition expressed by 

Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika mereological essentialism—that the loss of a proper part from a 

whole is a sufficient condition for the destruction of the whole—(m).62

The evanescence objection notes that the conjunction of (m) and (f) is inconsistent 

with the commonsense view that wholes endure for longer than a moment. The objection 

can be formalized as follows:
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(1) If both (m) wholes cannot survive the loss of a single proper part, 

and (f) wholes lose proper parts frequently, then wholes are 

destroyed and generated frequently.

(2) (m) Wholes cannot survive the loss of a single proper part. 

(3) (f) Wholes lose proper parts frequently. 

(4) Therefore, wholes are destroyed and generated frequently. 

The conclusion of this argument ought to be embarrassing for a substance-realist 

school that prided itself on its defense of common sense. The Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas had 

for generations opposed philosophical schools that argued that plants, animals, and 

artifacts are illusions. Indeed, one great twentieth-century Buddhist scholar of classical 

Indian philosophy, D. Shastri, practically gloats at the position that the Nyāya-

Vaiśeṣikas are forced to adopt. What separates the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas from their 

anti-realist opponents?63 

The Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas, though vociferous defenders of common sense, were 

not afraid to accept counterintuitive conclusions if necessary. The most common answer 

that they gave to the evanescence objection was to accept its conclusion.64 So, as it turns 

out, wholes are destroyed and generated much more frequently than we had thought. 

Though this is counterintuitive, it is not as bizarre as it may initially appear. First, wholes 

are not momentary or illusory in principle. Though they are frequently generated and 

destroyed, this is not essential to them. It just so happens that they are often deprived of 
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their sustaining causes. Second, the unexpectedly short careers of composite substances 

should not radically affect our view of human persons or other sentient beings, since 

sentient beings are, properly speaking, souls—not bodies—and souls are simple 

substances. Souls are accidentally conjoined with bodies, and, as it turns out, these bodies 

tend to endure only for a short time. 

Nonetheless, evanescence should be regarded as a deficiency for any theory of 

composites. We think that the primary aim of a theory of composite substances is to 

account for the truth of our intuitions about medium-sized objects such as horses and 

salamanders (or at any rate about their bodies). Although the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika theory 

does account for the truth of many intuitions about mundane objects—viz., that they are 

genuine substances, that their parts are genuine substances, that their qualities are 

explicable by those of their parts, etc.—it does not account for one of the strongest of 

such intuitions, that some mundane objects endure for more than a few moments. 

Fortunately, we think that there is a way to modify the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika theory so that 

its desirable features are preserved and its most significant wrinkle is ironed out. The rest 

of this paper will be devoted to this modification.

III The Modified Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika Theory of Composite 

Substances Stated 

Our modification of the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika theory of the nature of 

composite substances is partially inspired by Locke’s theory of such 

substances, but adds to it the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika notion that a composite 
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substance is a whole that is a real substance, really distinct from its 

parts.

In his classic An Essay Concerning  Human Understanding, Locke asserts that 

numerically the same composite substance can endure between time t and t* just in case, 

at every time t1, t2, etc. that occurs between time t and t*, it has enough proper parts 

arranged in the right way to continue being the same sort of composite.

We must therefore consider wherein an oak differs from a mass of 

matter; and that seems to me to be in this: That the one is only a 

cohesion of particles of matter anyhow united; the other such a 

disposition of them as constitutes the parts of an oak, and such an 

organization of those parts as is fit to receive and distribute 

nourishment, so as to continue and form the wood, bark, and leaves, 

etc., of an oak, in which consists the vegetable life.  That being the one 

plant which has such an organization of parts in one coherent body, as 

long as it partakes of the same life, though that life be communicated 

to new particles of matter vitally united to the living plant in a like 

continued organization, conformable to that sort of plants.  For this 

organization being at any one instant in any one collection of matter, is 

in that particular concrete distinguished from all other, and is that 

individual life which existing constantly from that moment both 

forwards and backwards, in the same continuity of insensibly 

succeeding parts united to the living body of the plant, it has that 

identity which makes the same plant, and all the parts of it parts of the 

same plant, during all the time that they exist united in that continued 

24



organization, which is fit to convey that common life to all the parts so 

united.65

Locke lights on the highly plausible idea that a living being has a kind of unity of 

life that a mere assemblage of parts “anyhow united” does not, and that this unity makes 

it sensible to suppose that it is a substance distinct from the parts that make it up.66 

Furthermore, he brilliantly posits that as long as a living being, whether a tree, or a 

flower, or a cat, continues to be, without interruption, a living being of the same sort it 

first was, one can sensibly suppose that it continues to be numerically the same living 

being, even if, after a time, it loses all the original parts that first constituted it.  What is 

essential to its continued existence is not the very parts that first constituted it, but any 

sufficient number of parts arranged in the right way to support the sort of life the living 

being has.

Unfortunately, the precise ontological status of the “life” of the plant which Locke 

speaks of here is not clear.  We do wonder whether or not this life is anything more than a 

series of relations between a succession of inanimate substances productive of certain 

changes and effects, or is actually a substance that is really distinct from the parts making 

up the living being.  Locke does not tell us.

We wish to add to Locke’s suggestions concerning the continued identity of living 

beings, the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika notion that a whole is a substance distinct from, yet 

dependent on, its parts, with qualities of its own.  If it really is a substance distinct from 

the parts in which it inheres, then it seems, at least at first glance, that it could continue to 

exist as the very same substance it had been originally, even if it gradually lost all of its 

original parts.  Ignoring for a minute some difficulties with this, difficulties we will 

attend to shortly, let us use an analogy to illustrate what we mean.
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Consider a dome supported by eight pillars, where each pillar lends some support 

to the dome, but only four of them, arranged in the right order, are necessary to support it. 

That each pillar lends some support to the dome but that only four are necessary, amounts 

to saying that the dome would go on being supported if only four of the pillars, in the 

right order, were left standing—although, of course, the dome would be less resistant to 

toppling by external forces than it would be with all eight pillars. The dome is analogous 

to a Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika whole and the pillars to its proper parts.

Suppose that one day the dome loses one of the pillars supporting it, but remains 

standing.  In this case it seems it continues to be a dome, indeed, continues to be 

numerically the same dome it was before.  Now suppose that gradually it loses all of the 

original eight pillars but always has at least four ordered in the right way to support it and 

that at the end of 200 years it comes to be supported by a numerically distinct, but 

formally identical, group of pillars from the ones that originally supported it.  Ignoring, as 

not being relevant to our analogy, that many of the micro-particles that first composed the 

dome will have been lost and/or replaced during the span of 200 years, it seems clear that 

the dome remains the same dome, i.e. it remains the same covering of a building in a 

certain part of the earth that it began to be when it was supported by the first group of 

pillars.  Since all the pillars have been replaced, the dome might not be the roof of the 

same building it originally capped, but it is none the less the same dome it always was, 

and not just the same slab of marble.

Since on the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika view a whole is a substance existing alongside 

the parts it inheres in, rather like the dome in relation to the pillars, we think that it is 

ontologically thick enough to lose some of the parts that originally supported it while 
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continuing to exist. It is also ontologically thick enough to gradually lose all of the parts 

that originally supported it, so long as it always has enough of the right sort of parts 

arranged in the right way to support it. This entails, as well, that its number of parts can 

increase as long as its new parts come to be related in the right way to its remaining parts, 

and so, to it.  The argument that we have suggested via the dome analogy (call it W) can 

be formalized as follows: 

(1) If composite substances are wholes that are really distinct entities 

from the substances that sustain them as their proper parts, then the 

sustaining power of the proper parts of a whole consists in their being 

substances of the right sort related in the right way, not in their being 

the particular substances they are having the particular relations they 

do. 

(2) If the sustaining power of the proper parts of a whole consists in 

their being substances of the right sort related in the right of way, not 

in their being the particular substances they are having the particular 

relations they do, then composite substances can continue to exist 

even though they are no longer sustained by any of the substances 

that originally sustained them, as long as enough substances of the 

right sort related in the right way sustain them. 

(3) Therefore, if composite substances are wholes that are really 

distinct entities from the substances that sustain them, then composite 

substances can continue to exist even though they are no longer 

sustained by any of the substances that originally sustained them, as 
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long as enough substances of the right sort related in the right way 

sustain them. 

Before turning to an objection to W, we wish to say something in support of its 

first premise.  Unless one has good reason for thinking that the causality of some 

particular substance or group of substances is necessary for the continued existence of a 

substance that it or they caused, the very fact of the distinction between cause and effect 

makes it plausible to suppose that the substantial effect of some substance or group of 

substances can continue to exist without being continually sustained in being by the 

causality of the substance or group of substances that originally sustained it.  The cause is 

one thing and its effect another, and so the cause cannot constitute the intrinsic being of 

the effect, unless the cause is formal, i.e. makes the effect to be what it is, or material, i.e. 

is an internal constituent of a whole in the way it is commonly believed that the parts 

which “make up” a whole are.  The Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas did recognize formal causality, 

which is why they held that universals and property tropes characterize the entities they 

inhere in, and is also why they held that a universal in some way gives being to its 

particular by making it to be the kind of thing that it is.  But this is clearly not the case 

with respect to the inherence of a whole in its parts since the whole does not cause the 

parts to be what they are, nor can it be truly predicated of them in the way universals can 

of particulars.  Furthermore, the Nyaya-Vaiseisikas held that the parts of a whole are 

substances distinct from it, that they produce the whole in themselves when they are 

conjoined in the right way, and that they continue to sustain the whole as a distinct entity 

by serving as its substrata.  Thus, oddly enough, according to the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas 

the whole is not intrinsically constituted by its parts in the way that many medieval 
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European scholastics took a composite substance to be intrinsically constituted by its 

parts (form and matter).67  With all this in mind one might wonder why it should be 

thought that a Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika whole needs its original inherence causes in order to 

remain in existence.

What we are in effect arguing for is that there may be a unique type of relation 

that is distinct from the relations of inherence and conjunction, but which has 

some of the features of both. Although the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas did not introduce this 

innovation themselves, we believe that their conception of wholes did lay the 

groundwork for it since, as we have noted, their conception of the way inherence relates 

wholes to their parts is significantly different, in several respects, from their conception 

of the way it links universals to particulars or qualities to substances. This suggests that it 

may have been an oversight for them to think that wholes and parts are related to each 

other in the same way as universals are to particulars, or as qualities are to substances. 

We wish to exploit this tension in the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika account of inherence by 

supposing that wholes are not related to their parts by inherence, but by a new relation we 

shall call “inherence*”.  Inherence* shares three features of Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika 

inherence between wholes and parts, and one feature of Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika conjunction. 

Like conjunction it is not an inseparable relation--it is not such that if it is broken at least 

one relata must cease to exist. But like Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika inherence between wholes 

and parts, it is locus-pervading,  asymmetrical, and transitive. 

 We define inherence* as follows:

Inherence* = df. For any substance x and any set of substances S, x 

and the members of S are related by inherence*, iff (i) x is conjoined in 

a locus-pervading way to each of the members of S, and (ii) x is such 
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that in order to be sustained in being it must be conjoined, in a locus-

pervading way, either (a) with a certain number of the members of S 

related to each other in a certain way W, or (b) with a certain number 

of the members of a set of substances T that are the same in kind as 

the members of S and are related to each other in way W.68  

We wish to make three points about this definition.  The first is that, in saying that 

“x is conjoined in a locus pervading way with each of the members of  S…or T” we mean 

to say that x is spatially present to each of the members of S to the same degree.  To put 

the point in a slightly different way, we could say that x occupies the same space as the 

“aggregate” of the members of S or T, but does not do so by means of any parts that 

intrinsically constitute it since x, being a whole, is not made of other substances but relies 

on them for its being. 

The second point we wish to make about our definition of inherence* is that, in 

speaking of “x’s being sustained in being in virtue of some relation R (here inherence*) 

that it bears to the members of a set of substances S or T” we mean to say that x depends 

for its continued existence on having such a relation to the members of S or T.  We shall 

pass over here the question whether or not statements of the form “x depends on having 

the relation R to y for its continued existence” can be analyzed non-trivially (we suspect 

not). We shall also pass over the question whether or not inherence*, unlike inherence, 

should be conceived to be a universal, a universal that has that has as its instances non-

monadic qualities (we strongly suspect so).

The final point we wish to make about our definition is that inherence* is 

logically possible, and supposing that it is what relates wholes to their parts allows us to 

affirm the commonsense intuition that composites can survive the loss of all of their parts 
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while, also allowing us to keep the best insights of the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika doctrine of 

composites.  In light of this, we think it reasonable to suppose that composite substances 

are related to the parts that “make them up” by inherence*, unless there is a strong reason 

for thinking that they cannot be.  In the next section we shall consider what we take to be 

the best reason for thinking that composite substances cannot be related to their parts by 

inherence* and, hence, that W is unsound.

IV The Individuation Objection to W

The Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas would reject premise (1) of W, since they held that inherence 

not inherence* is the relation that binds wholes to parts.  We have already seen that 

holding inherence is what binds wholes to parts entails mereological essentialism.  Here, 

we want to say something about why the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas clung to inherence 

as the relation obtaining between wholes and parts.  Their chief reason 

rested on their theory of the individuation of substances. It will become 

clear from our discussion that their doctrine of the individuation of 

substances itself entails mereological essentialism, quite apart from 

other considerations of the nature of the inherence relation, though it 

seems to have taken the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas some time to realize this.

According to the Nyāya-Vaiśesikas every individual substance must be 

distinguished from every other substance by some difference with respect to inherence 

relations. Such a difference could arise either from what inheres in a substance or from 

what it inheres in.  Since the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas did not accept the bundle theory of 
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particulars, they did not accept that a substance could be individuated by quality or 

motion particulars.  A red rose could not be fundamentally distinguished from a yellow 

one in virtue of being red since the rose itself must exist as a substance in order to have 

qualities or motions inhering in it. Indeed one of the arguments that some Nyāya-

Vaiśeṣikas gave in support of their substantivalism was that, without substances, 

qualities could not be individuated.69  What makes the red color of one red rose 

numerically distinct from the qualitatively indistinguishable color of a second red rose is 

that the first red inheres in the first rose and the second inheres in the second.  But if 

qualities and motions cannot be the properties that individuate substances, what 

properties could?  In some cases universals could.  Substances of different sorts can be 

distinguished by the different sorts of substance universals they instantiate.70  A cow can 

be distinguished from a horse in virtue of some universals that inhere in it that don’t 

inhere in a horse, and a horse can be distinguished from a cow in virtue of some 

universals that inhere in it but don’t in a cow. But this does not solve the problem of how 

two substances in the same specific category can be distinguished from other substances 

in that category. 

With respect to wholes the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas held that the only thing that 

could distinguish one from another in the same specific category is that whole’s 

inherence in the particular substances it inheres in.71  Every whole is such that some 

other whole of the same specific kind could be generated; therefore the Nyāya-

Vaiśeṣikas concluded that the principle of individuation for every whole is its 

inherence in the particular substances it inheres in.  Since the principle of individuation of 

a substance is what makes a substance to be the individual substance it is, the Nyāya-
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Vaiśeṣikas drew from this the conclusion that a whole could not survive the loss of any 

of its parts.  It should be obvious that with regard to their individuation wholes were 

treated as similar to qualities and motions by the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas since, 

according to their doctrine, wholes, like qualities and motions, have a 

sort of borrowed individuation. 

With respect to simple substances,72 the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas held that the 

property particular which distinguishes any one of them from other simple substances is 

the individuator inhering in it.73  Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika individuators were very like 

Scotus’s thisnesses.  They did not think of them as qualitative or as instantiating the 

universal  individuatorhood.74  Were there such a universal, then every individuator 

would be alike in instantiating it, and a further individuator would need to be posited 

to distinguish one individuator from another, and so on, ad infinitum.  In fact, 

according to the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika doctrine, individuators are property particulars 

which do not instantiate any universal.75 True, each is similar to the others in 

individuating the particular it inheres in, but this is not in virtue of a universal peculiar to 

individuators.  Furthermore, according to the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣikas, since the essence of 

an individuator is to individuate and since no individuator is itself individuated by 

another, each individuator is self-individuating, i.e. it not only distinguishes the 

substance it inheres in from other substances of the same specific kind, it also 

distinguishes itself from other individuators!76

It is clear that the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika notion of individuation, coupled with 

their rejection of a bundle view of particulars, drove them to the doctrine that eternal 

substances are individuated by individuators that are unique to each.  It is also clear 
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that the doctrine is fraught with difficulties. That is why at least one great Nyāya-

Vaiśeṣika thinker, Raghunātha Śiromaṇi, dispensed with individuators entirely.  He 

reasoned that the individuators are posited without sufficient reason since, if they can 

individuate themselves, there is no reason to suppose that simple substances could not do 

the same without help.77 But if every simple substance is self-individuated, there seems to 

be no reason to deny that wholes are self-individuated as well and, hence, are able to 

survive the loss of their parts without losing their identity. 

V Conclusion

The theory of composite substances which we have presented here is intended as a 

plausible alternative to theories which rely on Aristotle's definition of substance, as 

propounded in the Categories. It seems obvious that composite substances have parts. 

Furthermore it seems that they must be in their parts. But if the correct definition of 

substance precludes a substance being in its parts, we are left with the unhappy 

conclusion that there are no composite substances—no horses, salamanders, chairs, etc. 

Aristotelians have developed subtle responses to the problem of how there may be 

genuine composite substances with genuine parts without the composite being in its parts. 

Nonetheless, one may prefer to sidestep this prima facie difficulty for Aristotelian 

theories if one can do so at little cost. Our modified Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika theory provides 

such an opportunity. It provides for the genuine, ontologically robust, existence of both 

composites and their parts, without suggesting any prima facie tension between them, and 

it also allows that some composite substances exist for long periods of time. Finally, it 
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offers a structural explanation of the qualities of composite substances in terms of the 

qualities of their parts, in a way that is amenable to scientific realism.78   
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