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A well established take on ontology has it that an exhaustive answer to the ontological question - What is there
really? - consists in providing a plain list containing all the names of existent objects. Built into this kind of answer is
the assumption that in doing ontology one should start with a given number of individuals and, once individuals are
in place, proceed to discuss their qualities. But is this starting point really well taken? In this paper I argue that it is
not. As F.P. Ramsey put it once: “We are not acquainted with any genuine objects or atomic propositions, but
merely infer them...” ("Universals" in Philosophical Papers, p.19). Ontological inquiries do not start from individuals;
on the contrary, individuals are the latter entities to be included, and their existence is arrived at by a rational (not
empirical) considerations. In other words, first hand ontological data (data about the world on which we are willing to
commit) are qualities or, to use a more neutral expression, predicates which happen to be satisfied or not at different
occasions.

Evidence in favor of such conclusion abounds. As Chris Swoyer has shown ("The Nature of Natural Laws",
Australasian Journal of Philosophy, 60 (1982), pp.203-225) the explanatory powers of scientific theories are best
interpreted as being about properties rather than individuals. To quote an example of his: “A function like ‘rest mass
in kilograms’ will map an object to 5.3 because of something about the object, viz. the mass that it has, rather than
conversely.” (p.205). But this is just the starting point. Some reflection shows that engineers, when building bridges
and buildings, doctors when carrying on their diagnosis and, more generally, people in their everyday business care
about the properties and not about the individuals. The key point is that we care of certain predicates being satisfied
- and not of how many individuals underlie their satisfaction. The existence of any individual should be thus
concluded on the basis of some principle discriminating predicates on the basis of their commitment to the existence
of individuals.

In the remaining I analyze the prima facie most promising principle. This has it that, whenever an intrinsic predicate
(i.e. a predicate whose satisfaction is independent from the satisfaction of other predicates) is satisfied, the
existence of an individual (at most one for each spatio-temporal region) must be postulated. This is because, if there
is a possible world W1 in which only the predicate in question is (once) satisfied, then (unless one embraces some
for of trope theory) there have to be an individual grounding that satisfaction. But if the satisfaction of a predicate in
W1 necessitates the existence of an individual, then by the same token that predicate has to necessitate the
existence of an individual in every world in which it is satisfied and for any of its occasions of satisfaction. (On
intrinsic predicates cfr. for example Langton R. and Lewis D.K., "Defining Intrinsic" in Philosophy and
Phenomenological Research, 58 (1998), pp. 333- 345).
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