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ACCIDENTAL PROPERTY

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Philosophy (Metaphysics, Logic), Psychology (Behaviorism)

1. Core Definition and Distinction

The concept of Accidental Property, often designated in philosophy as a non-essential

characteristic or a mere accident (from the Latin accidens), refers to a trait, quality, or feature

belonging to an object or subject that is not fundamental or vital to its essence, existence, or

survival. This property can be gained or lost without causing the entity to cease being the kind of

thing it is. In ontological terms, an accidental property is contingent; it pertains to the subject only

incidentally, contrasting sharply with those qualities that are inherent and necessary for the

subject's definition. The distinction between properties that are accidental and those that are

essential forms a cornerstone of classical metaphysics, impacting fields from logic and definition to

theories of identity and change over time.

Philosophical analysis mandates that if a specific characteristic is removed from an object, and the

object retains its fundamental identity, then that characteristic must be classified as accidental. For

instance, consider a human being: having brown hair is an accidental property, as the person

remains a human being if their hair color changes or if they lose their hair entirely. Conversely, if a

fundamental property--such as being a rational animal--were removed, the definition of humanity

would be necessarily violated. This differentiation is critical because it dictates how we structure

definitions and how we understand the persistence and transformation of substances in the world.

While primarily a metaphysical concept, the term has a parallel, though distinctly different, usage in

psychological contexts, where it frequently appears related to accidental reinforcement. This

psychological application deals with events that occur without planning or causal connection, yet

are perceived by an organism as related to a reinforcement outcome. Understanding the

philosophical foundation of the property as non-essential is necessary to appreciate how an

accidental event, lacking true causal necessity, can still influence behavior through mistaken

correlation, leading to the establishment of superstitious behaviors.

2. Historical Context: Aristotelian Roots

The rigorous classification of properties into essential and accidental categories originates primarily

with the work of the Greek philosopher Aristotle (4th century BCE). In his foundational logical and

metaphysical texts, particularly the Categories and Metaphysics, Aristotle established the

framework for understanding substance (ousia) and the ways in which predicates can be attributed

to that substance. Aristotle defined accidents (sumbeb?kos) as qualities that adhere in a substance

but are not part of its essential definition. These accidents belong to categories such as quantity,
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quality, relation, place, time, position, state, action, and passion.

Aristotle's methodology provided a crucial tool for both ontology and logical classification.

According to the Aristotelian tradition, often summarized through the later framework of the

Porphyrian Tree, properties were categorized within the five predicables: genus, species,

difference, property (proper), and accident. The distinction between a proper property (a

characteristic necessarily accompanying the essence, though not forming part of the definition

itself, such as 'the capacity to laugh' for a human) and a pure accident (a characteristic that is

contingent and not necessarily connected to the essence, such as 'being seated') was vital for

maintaining strict logical definitions.

This historical reliance on substance metaphysics meant that accidental properties were viewed as

existing only insofar as they inhered in a substance. They could not exist independently. This

philosophical grounding persisted through scholasticism and medieval philosophy, where thinkers

debated the limits of accidental change, particularly in theological contexts like transubstantiation,

where the accidents (appearance, taste, etc.) remain while the underlying substance changes. The

legacy of this classical distinction continues to inform contemporary metaphysics, especially in

discussions concerning universals, particulars, and modal logic.

3. The Contrast with Essential Property

To fully grasp the nature of the accidental property, it must be viewed in direct contrast to the

essential property. An essential property is one that determines the identity of a substance; if an

essential property is removed or changed, the substance ceases to be that kind of thing. For

example, the atomic structure H?O is essential to water; without it, the substance is no longer

water. Essential properties provide the necessary and sufficient conditions for classification.

Accidental properties, conversely, represent the manifold ways a substance can appear or interact

without losing its core identity. These properties are entirely contingent. If a red apple is painted

blue, its color (an accidental property) changes, but it remains an apple. If, however, the structure

of the apple were fundamentally altered so it could no longer be classified as biological matter, its

essential properties would be violated. The crucial test for distinguishing the two lies in the realm of

necessity: essential properties are possessed by necessity, while accidental properties are

possessed contingently.

Furthermore, the accumulation of accidental properties often allows for the identification of a

particular individual, even though none of those properties alone is necessary for their existence. A

specific person's height, weight, job, and place of residence are all accidental properties. While the

combination of these traits makes that individual unique and recognizable, any single trait could

change without destroying the essential identity of the person as a human being. The robust nature

of essential identity, therefore, is what permits the constant flux and change associated with
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accidental properties.

4. Accidental Properties in Logic and Modal Analysis

In formal logic and contemporary philosophical analysis, the distinction between essential and

accidental properties is crucial for modal logic, which deals with necessity, possibility, and

contingency. A proposition describing an essential property is necessarily true of that object in all

possible worlds where that object exists. A proposition describing an accidental property is true

contingently--it is only true in the actual world or in some possible worlds, but not necessarily in all

of them.

This modal framework allows philosophers to analyze counterfactuals and hypotheticals with

precision. If it is an accidental property that Socrates is sitting down, then it is possible for a world

to exist where Socrates is standing up, yet he remains Socrates. If, however, it is an essential

property that Socrates is rational, then there is no possible world in which Socrates exists as

Socrates without being rational. This distinction is vital for theories of naming and reference,

especially those developed by contemporary analytic philosophers like Saul Kripke, who utilized

the concept of necessary (essential) and contingent (accidental) truths in relation to proper names

and natural kind terms.

Logical inferences based on accidental properties are often deemed fallacious if they attempt to

prove necessity. For example, the argument "All things that are human are currently wearing

shoes; therefore, wearing shoes is necessary for being human" fails because wearing shoes is an

accidental property. The philosophical challenge often arises when properties are deeply

entrenched or persistent, blurring the line between a necessary feature and a highly probable, yet

ultimately accidental, one.

5. Connection to Accidental Reinforcement in Psychology

While the metaphysical definition focuses on the inherent nature of a substance, the term

"accidental property" in applied behavioral science often refers to accidental reinforcement. This

psychological concept describes a process where a behavior is reinforced due to the accidental co-

occurrence of a reinforcing stimulus immediately following the behavior, even though there is no

true causal relationship between the two events. The subject then mistakenly perceives the

accidental behavior as a necessary cause for the positive outcome.

The seminal work demonstrating this phenomenon was conducted by B.F. Skinner in 1948,

observing pigeons in conditioning chambers. Skinner found that if a food pellet was delivered to a

hungry pigeon on a fixed interval regardless of its actions, the pigeon would often repeat whatever

arbitrary action (e.g., circling, head-bobbing, hopping) it happened to be performing just before the

food delivery. This action, which was entirely accidental to the reinforcement mechanism, became
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strengthened and highly ritualized--a perfect example of a superstitious behavior driven by

accidental reinforcement.

The relationship between the philosophical property and the psychological event rests on the lack

of necessity and causality. The philosophical accidental property lacks necessity in defining the

subject; the psychological accidental reinforcement lacks necessity in causing the outcome. The

source content provides a clear analogy: the tendency for a driver to lean into a sharp turn. The

leaning is an accidental action (an accidental property of the driver's overall action) that has no real

effect on the car's ability to turn, yet the individual may feel compelled to perform the action,

behaving as if the leaning were necessary for successful navigation, confusing a correlated

sensation with a causal mechanism.

6. The Problem of Causality and Superstition

The confusion of accidental properties or actions with necessary causes is the root of most

superstitious behavior, both in laboratory settings and in human culture. Humans possess a

powerful drive to identify patterns and assign causality, even in the face of random or non-

contingent events. When an event occurs (e.g., wearing a specific shirt) just prior to a positive

reinforcement (e.g., winning a game), the mind may incorrectly establish a causal link, treating the

accidental property (the shirt) as if it were an essential requirement for success.

The persistence of these superstitious behaviors highlights the difficulty in separating coincidence

(accident) from true functional relationship (necessity). The accidental property, when mistakenly

elevated to the status of an essential or causal factor, can lead to rigid and inefficient behavioral

patterns. From knocking on wood to carrying a "lucky charm," these rituals are external

manifestations of an organism attempting to control or predict random environmental schedules by

incorporating non-causal, accidental actions into a perceived success sequence.

Psychologically, the continuation of the superstitious behavior is often maintained by an

intermittent schedule of reinforcement. Because the desired outcome sometimes occurs even

when the accidental action is performed, the belief in the causal efficacy of the accidental property

is highly resistant to extinction. This demonstrates a cognitive failure to distinguish between

correlation (the accidental property/action co-occurring with reinforcement) and causation (the

necessary connection between action and outcome).

7. Key Characteristics of Accidental Property (Metaphysical)

The following characteristics define an accidental property within the context of classical

metaphysics and logic:

Contingency: The property is possessed contingently; the subject could exist without it. Its
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existence is dependent upon specific conditions rather than the intrinsic definition of the subject.

Non-Essentiality: The property is not required for the subject to maintain its fundamental nature or

essence (its quiddity).

Changeability: The property can be gained, lost, or changed without resulting in the destruction or

fundamental alteration of the subject.

Inherence: In Aristotelian tradition, the property must inhere in a substance; it cannot exist

independently of the underlying substance it modifies.

8. Further Reading

Accident (philosophy) - Wikipedia

Substance - Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy

Superstitious behavior - Wikipedia (Discussing Accidental Reinforcement)

Accident | Philosophy and Psychology - Britannica
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