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Objects under descriptions
Qua objects entered the contemporary philosophical stage in , when Kit Fine wrote a short note
entitled “Acts, Events and Things“. A qua object, according to Fine, is a special kind of intensional entity,
consisting of a particular, say a (its ‘basis’), together with a property, say F (its ‘gloss’), and denoted by “a
qua F” (Fine : ). For any particular a and any property F there is such a qua object, which exists at
times and in worlds when and where a is F . Qua objects in Fine’s sense are intensional entities: they are
identical only if they have the same glosses and they are distinct from their bases, though they have them
as constituents and exemplify, at any given time and in any given world, all the properties of their bases
which are not ‘formal’, i.e. which are not about the time or world in question.

The crucial properties of qua objects, compared with their bases, are that they, on the one hand, have some
privileged properties, properties which must be mentioned to give a full account of what that object is, while
being impoverished in properties on the other hand. Qua objects are, in a sense to be made more precise
later, description-relative. They are, however, existentially dependent on properties, not on predicates. So
far, this does not tell us much about the ontological status of qua objects. Kit Fine, e.g., is wary not to
assign them too high a grade of being:

“The acts, as qua objects, are in an obvious sense artificial and derivative. They are not
genuinely ‘out there’ in the world, but are formed from what is out there by means of an
alliance with a purely intensional element. (It is tempting to say that they are partly formed
in our own minds, but this would be too psychologistic).” (Fine : )

I would prefer a much more robust realistic construal. The usefulness, however, of qua objects does not
depend on their ultimate ontological status, but one their following properties:

• a qua F is essentially F .

• a qua F has different modal and temporal persistence conditions than its base and any other qua
object a qua G (for F and G not necessarily coextensive).

• a qua F depends existentially on the state of affairs of a’s being F .

For the present, I will call a “qua object” whatever satisfies these conditions.

In Fine’s case, these are spelt out as follows:

. This is not Fine’s term: he says that “the qua object should be regarded as some sort of amalgam of the given object and the
property…” (Fine : ). He later says that the basis is part of the qua object (Fine : ), but this commits him to the thesis
that the whole of the basis and the gloss (the qua object) exists only if the basis has the gloss, which makes qua objects a rather special
kind of whole.



• Existence a qua F exists at t in w iff a is F at t in w
• Identity (i) a qua F = b qua G iff a = b∧F = G; (ii) a ̸= a qua F
• Inheritance If a qua F exists at t in w and G is normal, a qua F is G iff a is G

Fine stressed the description relativity in his later theory of rigid and flexible “embodiments”:

“An especially important class of cases are those in which the principle of embodiment is a
property P rather than a polyadic relation R. The rigid embodiment is then of the form “a/P”
and may be read as “a qua F” or as “a under the description P.” An airline passenger, for
example, is not the same as the person who is the passenger since, in counting the passengers
who pass through an airport on a given weekend, we may legitimately count the same person
several times. This therefore suggests that we should take an airline passenger to be someone
under the description of being flown on such and such a flight. And similarly for mayors and
judges and other “personages” of this sort.” (Fine : – )

He now individuates embodiments in relation to “states”:

• IdentityThe rigid embodiments a,b,c . . ./R and a′,b′,c′ . . ./R′ are the same iff the state of a,b,c . . .
standing in the relation R is the same as the state of a′,b′,c′ . . . standing in the relation R.

• Parthood: The objects a,b,c, . . . and the relation R are (timeless) parts of a,b,c/R.
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