PH251 Metaphysics   Week 8

The Special Composition Question

1. Introduction
(i) Some objects are complex: they are composed of, made up of, smaller objects, somehow combined together. (e.g. a table, a chair, the cells of my body).
(ii) Under what conditions do objects compose another, complex object? This is the essence of the Special Composition Question.
(iii) Start by setting up the problem more clearly. Outline the case for a view called ‘Unrestricted Composition’ that is controversial but widely held. The rest of the lecture will explore whether there are any good grounds to resist this view.
(iv) The two major opposing views have things to recommend them, but suffer from their own difficulties. I will close by suggesting a different perspective on the disagreement between these theorists.

2. Background and terminology
(i) The problem originally arose in connection with ‘mereology’ (the theory of part-whole relations). Need to say more about the technical notion of composition. 
(ii) Some definitions of important ideas
x is a part of y      primitive and undefined in mereology (but cf proper part ‘and non-identical’)
x and y overlap iff there is a z such that z is a part of x and is a part of y (e.g. my body and my heart overlap because my left ventricle is a part of both)
a set (a collection, a group) of objects (‘the xs’ in Van Inwagen’s terminology) compose a further object y iff the xs are all parts of y, no two parts overlap, and every part of y overlaps at least one of the xs.
(the arms, legs, seat, back, etc., compose a chair, iff they are all parts of the chair, they share no parts, and anything that is a part of the chair shares a part with one of those things).
(iii) ‘The Special Composition Question’ (SCQ) (See Van Inwagen (1987), (1990))
“Suppose one had certain non-overlapping material objects, the xs, at one’s disposal; what would one have to do—what could one do—to get the xs to compose something?” (Van Inwagen (1987), p.628)

The xs compose an object y iff…

3. Unrestricted Composition (see Van Cleve (2008), Michael Rea (1998), Sider (2000). (NB: This position also goes by other names, e.g. ‘Mereological Universalism’)
(i) One doesn’t have to do anything to the non-overlapping material objects for them to compose a further, complex, object. They automatically constitute such an object. The xs compose an object iff they exist. 
[bookmark: _GoBack](ii) Def:
Unrestricted Composition: Necessarily, for any non-overlapping xs, there is a unique y such that y is composed of the xs. (Formulation adapted slightly from Markosian (2008))
(iii) According to UC, nothing more is needed for my body to exist than for the non-overlapping cells that compose it to exist.
(iv) UC generates a very liberal ontology. There is an object composed of the Eiffel Tower and my left hand. And an object for any other bizarre collection you care to think. (Sider thinks that these objects can be diachronic as well. So there is an object composed of you and Aristotle).
(v) What are the arguments for UC? Van Cleve (2008) offers the following lines of thought:
(a) There must be an answer to SCQ, but every other purported answer to SCQ demonstrably fails. (Van Cleve outlines a range of problems for those other views.) Therefore UC must be correct. (We will look at these criticisms shortly).
(b) Opposing indeterminacy and arbitrariness in reality
(i) Vagueness and indeterminacy is a semantic or linguistic matter. (It may be indeterminate or vague whether the predicate ‘is bald’ applies to someone. But there is no indeterminacy in how many hairs someone has on their head.) Reality is not in itself vague or indeterminate. 
(ii) UC explains why. UC offers a perfectly clear criterion for determining how many objects there are. There are as many as there are collections of disjoint objects. (Don’t try to count them though).
(c) Van Cleve (2008) argues that UC provides a solution to the traditional problem of constitution. There is only one complex object wherever there is a particular collection of disjoint objects. Given that the statue and the piece of clay, by hypothesis, have all the same parts, then the statue and the clay must be identical. UC preserves one object to a space, unlike the standard story. 
Responses?
(a) Postpone discussion of the first until we assess the other views
(b) That UC provides an explanation of this doesn’t entail that it is correct. (Nihilism).
(c) Insisting on the identity of the statue and the piece of clay does not in itself provide a solution to the problem of constitution, for it doesn’t yet provide an explanation of the (apparent) difference in properties that grounded the claim of distinctness. And if they are identical, then does the statue not still exist when the atoms of the clay are dispersed? (Given that the statue is just the sum, which persists) That sounds wrong.
There is a single overarching concern.
(i) The ontology is over-inflated. The UC world contains too many things. There just isn’t an object composed of the Eiffel Tower and my left hand or you and Aristotle. (Perhaps the oddness can be accounted for in terms of implicit restrictions in our talk?)

4. Nihilism (See Dorr (2005))
(i) If UC is one extremist answer to SCQ, ‘nihilism’ is the opposite extreme.
(ii) ‘Simples’ are objects that do not possess any parts. Nihilism is the view that there are only simples. Suppose some very basic building block of the world that has no parts. (NB: Nihilists don’t believe that there is nothing. (Though see remarks below))
(iii) To the SCQ question, the answer is ‘one could do nothing’ to make the disjoint objects compose an object. There is no satisfactory filling out of the schema.
(iv) Nihilism: It is never the case that the non-overlapping xs compose a further y
(v) Motivations
(a) The view is clear and uncomplicated.
(b) The nihilist takes reality to be perfectly determinate and non-vague. (There are just the simple objects and nothing else.)
(c) Nihilism provides a uniform solution to problems of constitution and identity. There is nothing that is a piece of clay, nor a statue. So one needn’t worry about distinct objects being co-located. (cf Ship of Theseus problem too)
Worries:
(1) There are not enough objects. Reality contains complex objects. That is simply a datum that needs to be explained.
(2) Most significantly: Given that you and I are complex, you and I do not exist. But we surely do! We know this by reflection, with certainty.
(3) If nihilism is true, then the only things that exist are simples (things with no parts). But what if there are no simple things? What if everything there is, is complex? 
Recent metaphysicians have coined the term ‘gunk’ to describe the notion of a complex object. They have argued that there are no good reasons to think that things are not ‘gunky’ right the way down. But if so, then nihilism is the view that there is nothing. (For discussion see Sider and Markosian (2008))
Response:
(i) Perhaps the nihilist doesn’t dispute that we speak as if there are more things in existence than simple things. But this talk can be paraphrased:
‘There is a chair over there’ is true iff there are simple things over there arranged chair-wise.
(ii) Is this really satisfactory? Surely “I exist” is really true.

5. Contact
(i) One commonsense strategy about how to restrict composition and to arrive at a view between the two radical extremes exploits the idea that we think that things that compose something stand in a relation of contact.
(ii) Contact: For any non-overlapping xs, the xs compose a y iff the xs are in contact
(iii) Is contact necessary? The landmass of the state of Michigan, the sub-atomic particles of an atom (Van Cleve (2008))
(iv) Is contact sufficient? You, me, and the stretch of floor between us are in contact but don’t seem to compose a single object. Likewise: I put my hand on my son’s shoulder. We remain distinct.

6. Fastening
(i) Fastening: For any non-overlapping xs the xs compose a y iff the xs are fastened together.
(ii) Things compose a complex on this view if they are fastened together (stuck together) so move around as one.
(iii) Is fastening sufficient? Suppose two handshakers become paralyzed and can’t be pulled apart. They are fastened together, but don’t compose a single object (Van Inwagen (1990: 57-8)).
(iv) Is fastening necessary? It may be true that chairs are complexes because of how they are fastened (with nails, glue, etc.) But in living things, atoms can leave the body that they compose. They are not stuck there. Isn’t this composition without fastenation? This raises a basic question: How are we to understand the notion of ‘fastening’? (Also, if fastening is multigrade, vagueness is a feature of reality itself).

7. Van Inwagen (1990)
(i) In Material Beings (1990), Peter Van Inwagen argues for the view that the only complex objects are living beings. Everything else is only simple.
(ii) Van Inwagen: Necessarily, for any non-overlapping xs, there is an object composed of the xs compose a y iff either (i) the activities of the xs constitute a life or (ii) there is only one of the xs. (Formulation from Markosian (2008))
(iii) Activities are doings (nb: not necessarily intentional doings). 
(iv) A life is an event (a long and complex event). 
(v) Where the activities of non-overlapping xs constitute a life then those non-overlapping xs compose a further object, y. Take myself. My life is an event that is composed of activities, activities to be identified with doings of the non-overlapping cells that are parts of me.  
(vi) Note that human animals are not the only living beings, but non-human animals, plants, bacteria, fungi, viruses, etc.
Motivations
(i) In rejecting UC we do not have to admit the object that is the Eiffel Tower and my left hand.
(ii) Van Inwagen’s suggestion is consistent with the commonsense intuition that there are complex objects (so doesn’t suffer from that defect of nihilism).
(iii) Van Inwagen can accept the nihilist rationale for at least some of the paradoxes of constitution. For example, if there is no statue and no lump of clay (at least where that lump is something more than the non-overlapping clay particles themselves), then there can be no question of their identity or distinctness. (Van Inwagen’s way with the paradox of constitution is called ‘eliminativism’ in the literature.)
Worries
(i) It is natural to understand the relation of activities and life in terms of composition.
(a) But isn’t an explanation of what the conditions are under which a set of non-overlapping xs composes a y what we are trying to explain?
(b) Are the activities that compose a life the activities of individual cells? (e.g. digestion, reproduction, perception seem to be activities of living beings).
(ii) Even if Van Inwagen acknowledges the existence of some complex objects, there remains a worry that there are not enough objects. (Planets, chairs, or tables)

8. Markosian (1998) ‘Brutal Composition’
(i) Ned Markosian (1998) maintains that there is no illuminating answer to SCQ. That is not to deny that there are cases of composition. It is to deny that it is possible to provide a principled explanation of why some xs compose ys (the cells of living bodies) and some do not (the Eiffel Tower and my left hand). That they do is just a brute fact, incapable of being further explained.
(ii) Brutal Composition (BC): There is no true, non-trivial, and finitely long answer to SCQ. (Markosian (2008, p.352).
Motivations
(1) As a restricted composition approach, BC has commonsense on its side.
(2) It may be true that some complexes are spatially and temporally coherent or and some are not. Some may be fastened and some may not. But BC can explain this: there are no generally applicable necessary and sufficient conditions for composition.
(3) Markosian (1998) argues that the BC approach can also provide a way to resolve the paradoxes of material constitution.
Worry
(i) One might think that there simply must be an answer to this question. If some objects compose further objects and others don’t, there must be a reason why that is. 

9. An alternative option?
(i) Might it be that there are different notions of ‘object’ at work here? One notion of object is the notion of an object that doesn’t sum with any and everything to form further objects. A different notion of object is the notion of something that does.
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