PH251 Metaphysics   Week 7

Persistence and Temporal Parts

1. Introduction
(i) Material objects persist through changes in their properties.
(ii) How do such objects persist through changes of properties?
(iii) Some philosophers think that to explain the persistence of material objects through change we need to take objects to possess temporal as well as spatial parts.
(iv) These philosophers reject a view about the persistence of material objects that seems intuitive or commonsensical, a view called endurantism.

2. Endurantism about persistence
(i) Endurantism about the persistence of material objects:
(ii) Material objects are ‘wholly present’ at any time at which they exist. (If I exist at t, then there is no part of me that is absent).
(iii) For the endurantist my only parts are spatial parts. If I exist at t, then all of my spatial parts are present.
(iv) For a material object to persist over a period of time is for it to be wholly present over that period and at each and every time throughout. 
(v) Change is the change of, or in, something that is wholly present at all times during the change.
(vi) Contrast the event that was your journey here this morning. That event was not wholly present at all times while it unfolded. 
(vii) Your journey had temporal parts. (e.g. the phase of the event from t1-t2 when you exited the door of your flat, the phase of the event from t2-t3 when you walked from the door to the bus-stop, etc.). (Temporal parts might be understood as momentary or having temporal duration.)
(viii) Endurantism is not true of events. They persist in some different way, a way that involves temporal parts.


3. Persistence and The Problem of Temporary Intrinsics

(i) In On the Plurality of Worlds (1986), David Lewis presented an influential argument for the view that in order to explain how material objects persist through change we need to take them to possess temporal parts.
(ii) Terminology: ‘Intrinsics’ (properties that something possesses independently of its relation to anything else)
‘Temporary’ (intrinsics): Properties that the object has at some times and not others
 
“The principle and decisive objection against endurance, as an account of the persistence of ordinary things such as pebbles and puddles, is the problem of temporary intrinsics. Persisting things change their properties. For instance, shape: when I sit, I have a bent shape; when I stand, I have a straightened shape. Both shapes are temporary intrinsic properties. I have them only some of the time. How is such change possible?” (Lewis, 1986, p.203-4)


(iii) The Problem (Reconstruction due to Merricks (1994))

(1) O at t is identical with O at t* (assume for reductio)
(2) O at t is bent (premise)
(3) O at t* is not bent (premise)
(4) If O at t is identical with O at t*, then O at t is F if and only if O at t* is F. (indiscernibility of identicals).
[bookmark: _GoBack](5) O at t is bent and is not bent (RAA ((1), (2), (3), (4)))
Given the reductio, something must be abandoned.

(iv) NB: Lewis says that it is no solution to insist that the things have different properties at different times. That is just to say that it must be possible for things to have contradictory properties. It is not to explain it is possible.

4. The ‘solutions’ Lewis (1986) considers

Solution 1: Shapes as Relations

(i) A shape is a relation. For an object to be bent is for it to have the relation ‘bent-shape-at’ relation to some times. For an object to be straight is for it to have the relation ‘straight-shape-at’ relation to others.
(ii) (2) and (3) need to be recast in terms of relations. (5) is really ‘O stands in the bent –at relation to t and the straight-at relation to t*’. But there is nothing contradictory about this.
(iii) Compare: there is no contradiction in some object me, being to the left of something and being to the right of something, if the ‘something’ is different!
(iv) Lewis (1986) says that it is incredible that shape should be a relation. He says that if we know anything we know that shape is an intrinsic property not a relation.

Solution 2: Presentism

(i) Only the present exists. Things have only those properties that they have at the present time, because the only things that exist, or are real, are things that exist at the present time. (Presentism)
(ii) In any argument of the form given, at most one of those times can be now. The only property that the object (say, me) has is the one I now have. Suppose I am now straight. Then I am straight and not bent. Therefore the contradiction vanishes.
(iii) Lewis claims that this is to reject persistence, not to explain it. ‘No man, unless it be at the moment of his execution, believes that he has no future; still less does anyone believe that he has no past.’ (It’s to say that nothing exists over a period of time).

Solution 3: Perdurantism

(i) The thing that is bent is different from the thing that is straight.
(ii) Each of these things is a temporal part of the persisting material object.
(iii) This is no more contradictory than one part of a poker being red hot, and the other part being cold.
(iv) Material objects persist over periods of time by perduring rather than enduring. 

X perdures iff x is an entity that exists over an interval of time by having temporal parts that exist successively over that interval.

(v) Lewis (1986): Material objects are sums of temporal parts. (With a story to be given about how the parts are related).
(vi) Lewis (1986) concludes that this is the only account that survives scrutiny. Whatever it’s intuitive implausibility, it is the only theory left standing.
(vii) On this theory, if I am 6ft tall at time t that is in virtue of my having a temporal part that is 6ft tall at t.

4. Perdurance versus Exdurance (stage-theory)

(i) According to the perdurantist, material objects are four-dimensional entities that possess a succession of temporal parts. (Persisting material objects as ‘space-time worms’)
(ii) Katherine Hawley (2001) and Ted Sider (2001) hold a related view called ‘exdurantism’ or ‘stage theory’. 

(iii) Stage theorists are anti-endurantist. They take worries about temporary intrinsics to be conclusive. Change involves different objects (different temporal parts or temporal stages) possessing different properties at different times.
(iv) For the stage theorist, particular material objects are not identified with those space-time worms that are the sums of a succession or series of temporal parts. Persisting material objects are identified with particular temporal parts (stages) themselves. What satisfies sortal predicates like ‘is a banana’ are short-lived stages, rather than temporally extended sums of parts.
(v) No particular material objects lasts more than a moment. 
(vi) Worry? How can a tennis ball move? “Roughly speaking, the stage satisfies ‘is travelling across the court’ if and only if it is embedded in a series of stages which are appropriately located at points across the court. And the stage satisfies ‘is six months old’ if and only if it is preceded by an appropriate sequence of stages which stretches back over six months.” (Hawley, 2001, p.54. And see ch.3 for a detailed account of how stages are related.)
(vii) Even if strictly there is no identity over time we still refer to ‘persisting objects’ over periods of time. What does this mean? 
(viii) Stages are stages of ‘the same object’ if they are related in the right way.
“Series of stages which are stages of the same objects are distinguished from other series as follows. The state of a later stage depends, counterfactually and causally upon the state or earlier stages, in a way in which it does not depend upon stages of other objects.” (Hawley, (2001), p.85).
(ix) Hawley (2001) builds a case that stage theory is a more satisfactory development of a temporal parts metaphysics than perdurantism. How can a four-dimensional entity have the property being spherical? (Is this any more problematic, however, than explaining how an instantaneous object can live for 100 years?)

5. Temporal Parts and the Paradoxes of Material Constitution

(i) In addition to the problem of temporary intrinsics there are other reasons for accepting a metaphysics of temporal parts, and opposing endurantism. (For a full discussion of these arguments, including the ‘argument from vagueness’ (See Sider (2001), ch.4 and Hawley (2001), ch.4) and the relation between a temporal parts metaphysics and contemporary physics, see Sider (2001), ch.4)
(ii) Temporal parts theorists attempt to show that the notion of temporal parts of material helps us solve the paradoxes of material constitution. Perdurantists and stage theorists will have different accounts.

(a) A perdurantist approach to the paradox of the statue and the lump of clay:

(i) Statue is distinct from Lump. Lump has temporal parts that Statue lacks. So they cannot be identical.
(ii) Some of Lump’s temporal parts are shared with Statue. And there is no temporal part of Statue that is not a temporal part of Lump. If Statue and Lump are space-time worms, the worm that is Statue is completely contained within Lump. Statue completely temporally overlaps with Lump. Coincidence is temporal part sharing.
(iii) The Westway is the elevated stretch of the A40 that runs from Paddington through Ladbroke Grove. Westway overlaps completely with the A40, even though it is distinct from it. (Because it has different properties from the A40, which has more parts than it). 
(iv) But: how does the temporal parts explanation apply in the case of complete overlap?

Suppose Goliath and Lumpl both come into and go out of existence at the same time. They are a statue and a piece of clay formed from the fusion of two halves, and then mutually destroyed by the fission of two halves)?
There is an argument that these are two distinct objects. But the temporal parts theory cannot explain why. They do possess all the same spatial and temporal parts (so must be identical).

(b) The stage theorist offers a different account of the material constitution case. 

(i) The statue and the piece of clay at t5 (when the clay has been shaped into a statue form) are identical. The stage is correctly picked out as both ‘statue’ and ‘piece of clay’.
(ii) Instead of thinking that persistence over time is explained by identity we can think of it in terms of the obtaining of the ‘counterpart’ relation between distinct things. (The counterpart relation is the relation that one stage stands in to another stage at some distinct time when they count as being ‘stages of the same persisting thing’.)
(iii) The counterpart relation includes spatio-temporal continuity, qualitative similarity, and links of counterfactual dependence. When these links obtain between two things we can take that to license talk of a persisting thing.
(iv) But we can also talk not merely of counterparts but statue or lump of clay counterparts. A statue counterpart of a stage at t that is a statue is any stage that is linked by the ‘statue counterpart relation’ (crudely: a series of appropriate statue shaped stages over a continuous spatio-temporal set of positions.) A lump of clay counterpart of the lump is one that stands in the appropriate lump counterpart relations (this won’t require having any particular shape).
(v) In the actual case, though the statue and the piece of clay are identical, at t, there are piece of clay counterparts in the future (after squashing) that are not statue counterparts.
(vi) Sider (2001) thinks that the counterpart relation holds not just with respect to actual future stages but that we can talk about what is possible and actual with respect to continuity by identifying possible counterpart relations. In the case where the statue and the piece of clay are formed and destroyed at the same time, they differ with respect to what counterparts are possible in the past and future.

A general worry: Does anything really change on these views?

6. Properties as relations to times
(i) The temporal parts metaphysics raises many questions. Do they really explain change? Do they really explain identity?
(ii) Can the idea that shapes are relations to times be defended?
(iii) It is true that shape is not a relation to other objects (in the way that being three feet from the left of a desk is). If Lewis thinks that this is obvious, this can be conceded.
(iv) Katherine Hawley (2001, ch.1) maintains that it doesn’t follow from this that shape is not a relation to times. (Note that Hawley (2001) is not a general defence of endurantism)
(v) Hawley (2001) maintains that such a view of properties such as shape and colour would provide an explanation for why abstract objects cannot possess shape and colour. If abstract objects are not in time then they cannot bear relations to times; so they cannot be shaped or coloured.
(vi) But there may be other explanations of this fact. (Only spatially-located things can have such properties).
(vii) If shape, colour, and such things are all relations to times, then what is left of the object, such that it is that which is related to times? 
(viii) And does anything really change on this view? Properties are not gained and lost. These properties are, each of them, possessed at all times.

7. Adverbialism (See Mark Johnston (1987), E.J. Lowe (1988) and Sally Haslanger (1989).)
(i) Adverbs are expressions that modify verbs. They say how things are done. (In ‘he runs quickly’, ‘quickly’ is an adverb that modifies the verb ‘runs’).
(ii) Adverbialists hold that properties like being red or being shaped are not relations to times. But having or instantiating a property is something different depending on what time it is.
(iii) To have a property in the time 1 way is different from having a property in the time 2 way. (Adverbialists talk about having properties ‘t-ly’ in a way that is supposed to play on the analogy with running quickly or standing up slowly).
(iv) (2) and (3) should be restated in terms of being bent in a t-ly way and being straight in a t*ly way. This is consistent.
(v) What is involved in change; an object over time instantiating-in-different ways the same property. Properties like being bent and being shaped are intrinsic and are not relations.
(vi) Adverbialism is an interesting strategy. But the main idea is obscure.
Question: Does having the property (say, being bent) in a t-ly way entail having that property simply? 
If yes, then the fact that (2) and (3) can be reconstructed doesn’t resolve the contradiction (which concerned properties simpliciter, for example, O being bent and being straight). (cf. running quickly)
If no, then being bent t-ly does not entail just being bent at that time. But that is highly counterintuitive.

8. ‘Taking tense seriously’
(i) The problem as Lewis formulates it employs ‘untensed’ (or ‘tenseless’) language for picking out objects and attributing the possession of properties at different times to them.
(ii) Tenseless language: language that does not refer to times or events as either now, or in the present, in the past or future. 
(iii) Tensed language:  Picks out events or times as either past, present (now) or future. (‘Was’, ‘is now’, ‘will be’)
Note that the ‘is’ as used in Lewis’s argument is a tenseless ‘is’. “DL is bent at t” does not mean: “DL is (now) bent”. The ‘is’ is the tenseless or like the ‘is’ in ‘courage is a virtue’.
(iv) Some philosophers think that the solution to the problem of temporary intrinsics is to acknowledge the tensed character of our talk about change. When we describe the facts about change in tensed language, the problem for endurantism disappears. (For an endurantist approach along these lines, see Trenton Merricks (1994))
(v) Lewis: no man believes he has no future or that he has no past. But using tensed language shows us that we needn’t embrace this in its most unattractive form. What a man believes (about himself, say) is that certain things will be the case, and that certain things were the case.
(vi) Such a theorist will insist that (2) and (3) need to be rewritten or reconceived in suitably tensed form. 
(vii) Suppose that t is in the past. Then ‘O is F at t’ needs to be rewritten or reconceived as ‘O was F’.
(viii) Suppose that t* is present. Then ‘O is not F at t*’ needs to be rewritten as ‘O is now not F.’ or ‘O is presently not F’.
(ix) Then the only version of (5) that can be justified by these tensed sentence redescriptions will be something of the form: ‘O was F and O is now F’. This is perfectly consistent.
Worries?: (x) This redescription makes no reference to times. ‘O is F at t’, where t is some point in the past, doesn’t just say: ‘O was F’. That is true of many past times. So where has ‘t’ or ‘at t’ gone in the redescription?
(xi) Merricks (1994):
‘Just as I exist at t if and only if when t is (was, will be) present, I exist (existed, will exist), so I have the property ‘being bent at t’ if and only if I am (was, will be) bent when t is (was, will be) present.’ (1994, p.177)

9. Conclusions
(i) Some philosophers think that explaining persistence through change requires postulating ‘temporal parts’ of material objects. They do this in different ways (‘perdurance’ vs. ‘exdurance’ (or stage theory))
(ii) These philosophers reject a commonsense view called ‘endurantism’ (or the ‘endurance theory’) according to which things persist over time through being ‘wholly present’ at each point at which they exist.
(iii) Temporal parts views are also supported by other arguments. For example, temporal parts theorists claim that a metaphysics of temporal parts can help to resolve the paradoxes of material constitution. (There are also further arguments from vagueness and from contemporary work on the physics of time, arguments that I have not here discussed.)
(iv) But the proponent of endurantism thinks that the arguments for introducing temporal parts are not sufficiently strong. There are different kinds of attempts to preserve the truth of endurantism. Though the temporal parts theory might seem remarkably counterintuitive, these attempts to preserve endurantism also face difficulties.  
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