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Let me start by defining what I mean by ‘the Humean framework’. This empiricist framework is the 

umbrella term for all metaphysical views that posit as part of the fundamental ontology only some 

non-modal, non-nomic stuff, called the mosaic, on which all other ‘physics’ supervenes. I take its 

empiricist starting point to be the insight that all empirical data is ultimately reducible to some 

ordering of matter, let us call this that what is ‘ultimately observable’. What kind or ordering? A spatial 

and temporal ordering? A spatiotemporal ordering? A pre-geometric ordering? Well, I agree with the 

author as well as their opponent (at least according to their official stances) that we should further 

assume naturalism1: very roughly, we should get out of our armchair and listen to physics, in particular 

to learn what these ultimate observables are. (We’ll see below that all three of us disagree on how to 

implement naturalism within the Humean framework, i.e. on what the ultimate observables are 

according to physics.)  

This paper starts from the observation that recent versions within the Humean framework have taken 

this framework to an extreme. Although Lewisian Humeanism is radical with respect to its non-

Humean opponents, in that it removes primitive modal facts from the fundamental ontology, it is still 

rather conservative within the Humean framework in that it still admits a thick notion of spatial 

relations as well as intrinsic properties such as mass and charge. On the other end of the Humean 

spectrum, we have Esfeld et al.’s Super-Humeanism. This view considers the ultimate observables to 

be bare matter points instantiating changing but directionless, dimensionless and otherwise 

structureless distance relations. Esfeld et al. then take the Humean framework to its extreme by 

equating the minimalist fundamental ontology, i.e. the mosaic, with these sparse ultimate 

observables. Anything that is not an ultimate observable, is regularised, i.e. transferred from the 

supervenience base to the supervenient level. 

The structure of the main argument in this paper is as follows. Claim: Super-Humeanism regularises 

too much, in that this extreme regularisation leads to a set of problems that render this version of the 

Humean framework absurd. Conclusions: Super-Humeanism is untenable. In order to save the 

Humean framework, we should simply stop the regularisation at or before the point where these 

problems occur, that is we should adopt a more moderate version of Humeanism, ideally the most 

extreme version that just about doesn’t run into these problems.  

I would like to focus on three issues related to this argument.  

Firstly, the issue of naturalism. The author’s claim that there is no attempt by Esfeld et al. to connect 

to physics is not strictly speaking correct. They (claim to) look to physics to know what the ultimate 

observables are. If the author were to claim that Esfeld et al. have not looked at physics results 

thoroughly enough, then I would wholeheartedly agree. Esfeld et al. explicitly claim that their view is 

fallible, but do not acknowledge that their minimalist ontology has indeed been shown to be false by 

results from physics. Spatial relations are not the ultimate observables. Ever since (the experimental 

results that confirmed) relativity, we know that it is spatiotemporal relations, more precisely the 

spacetime interval, that is what constitutes the ultimate observables (or at least temporarily so, until 

                                                           
1 To the extent that naturalism is consistent with the Humean framework. I happen to believe that full-fledged 
naturalism speaks against the Humean framework altogether, but if we nevertheless adopt the Humean 
framework we should still try to listen to physics as much as possible. 



relativity is superseded)2. The idea that we (ultimately) observe spatial relations is an artefact of 

Newtonian heydaysꟷwe should not be mislead by the atypical conditions on the surface of the earth 

where we dwell into believing otherwise. I contend that Esfeld et al.’s Super-Humeanism is not only 

fallible, it has in fact been shown to be false. The problem is of course easily solved: a minimalist 

ontology in terms of spatiotemporal relations would be an improvement, although we should of 

course expect the correct theory of quantum gravity to revise this ontology yet again. My question to 

Dustin would be why, even in his discussion of GR, there is no move towards spatiotemporal relations? 

Let us turn to the second and main worry. The argument has the form of a modus tollens or ad 

absurdum argument: if we regularise too much stuff, that is the regularisation becomes too extreme 

(as it is for Super-Humeanism), we obtain an undesirable view, so our regularisation should not be 

that radical. The danger here is that one can easily turn this into a modus ponens: taking the empiricist 

starting point (closely related to what Dustin calls the Super-Humean subterfuge) at face value and 

thus to its logical extreme leads to the most honest form of empiricism, of the Humean framework: 

Super-Humeanism. To the extent that we find this form absurd, this gives us not reason to backtrack, 

ad hoc, to a more moderate version within the Humean framework, but merely serves to bring to the 

fore in the most manifest and perspicuous manner that the whole Humean framework is flawed.  

It seems to me that, logically speaking, there are two obvious ways to block this reasoning, that is two 

ways to provide a justified block of the regularisation. Either argue that the problems of Super-

Humeanism are not different in degree but different in kind from those (if any) of other versions within 

the Humean framework, or admit that these problems are just more of the same but provide some 

non-ad-hoc justification for allowing these ‘problems’ to some extent (and thus allowing, for instance, 

Lewisian Humeanism or Dustin’s own version) but not allowing them once they become too extreme 

(as is presumably the case for Super-Humeanism).  

I take it that Dustin would advocate the former option, but I am not convinced that the problems 

brought forward in the paper are indeed different in kind from the usual problems that plague the 

Humean framework. (I am however totally persuaded that they make even more lucidly clear the old 

problems known from more conservative Humean views.) If Super-Humeanism was indeed shown to 

be empirically inadequate, this would suffice to block my worry. My earlier point about naturalism 

indeed suggests that Esfeld et al.’s form of Super-Humeanism is empirically inadequate, but not only 

do I take that to be easily corrigible, this is not what Dustin has in mind. Dustin emphasizes the 

‘enormousness’ of the space of mosaics compatible with the Super-Humean minimal ontology, and 

the fact that the ‘vast majority’ of these mosaics are not like the ones in our actual universe. Since our 

actual universe is not ‘typical’ in this space of mosaics, Super-Humeanism does not predict the actual 

mosaic nor explains why such an atypically ‘nice’ configuration occurs (namely one that looks like it 

has much more geometric structure than expected from the minimal ontology). My first problem with 

this is that notions of ‘typicality’ seem to be closely related to some probability distribution over this 

space of mosaics, for which I see no justification. Moreover, this notion of typicality sounds too modal 

for a Humean. Secondly, and most importantly, Super-Humeanism is in fact empirically adequate, 

since a sufficient condition for empirical adequacy is that the space of possible mosaics includes one 

that represents the actual world, which it does (modulo my earlier worries about choosing the correct 

minimal ontology). Dustin’s worries are then worries about prediction and explanation, not about 

empirical adequacy. The Humean framework never claimed to predict; some complete mosaic, past, 

present, future, was always taken to be given, such that we could then try to find the best 

regularisations of that data. If all data in the actual world is assumed, of course no novel predictions 

                                                           
2 A similar point could be made about the permanency of particles in light of (experiments confirming) QFT. 



about the actual world will follow. And even Lewisian Humeanism is plagued by issues of explanatory 

inadequacy. Why do particles on the mosaics move around as if they were governed by some law, 

without exception? (I am aware of recent work that attempts to weaken the notion of explanation 

such that it does apply to the Humean framework, but as I am not convinced by this I will not dwell on 

it here. Of course, the Super-Humean might adopt an analogous strategy, but that is not of relevance 

to the worry that I have about Dustin’s paper.) In sum: I am only persuaded by the predictive and 

explanatory inadequacies of Super-Humeanism, as pointed out by Dustin, but these are just more of 

the same problems that have plagued the Humean framework for ages. Hence, they undermine the 

Humean framework altogether, rather than suggesting an ad hoc, more moderate version within the 

Humean framework. 

To conclude, one final, minor worry. Some of the problems Dustin mentions are very much in the spirit 

of arguments against relationalism advocated by, among others, Field, Maudlin, Lehmkuhl and 

Arntzenius. In fact, much of Dustin’s argument seems to me to be an argument against relationalism. 

This is totally fine with me, but Dustin seems to suggest that 1) he is not engaging in the 

substantivalism–relationalism deate, and that 2) these arguments are specific to Super-Humeanism. 

Besides wanting to hear more about why these arguments are specific to Super-Humeanism, as 

mentioned before, I’d also like to hear more about why Dustin thinks he is not engaging with anti-

relationalism arguments, but only with anti-Super-Humeanism arguments. 


