PH251 Metaphysics   Week 9

Neo-Aristotelian theories of Substance

1. Introduction
(i) We have discussed a number of problems that arise with respect to the composition and constitution of material particulars. 
(ii) In the next two weeks, we will return to the discussion of the nature of material particulars through focusing on contemporary metaphysical discussions inspired by Aristotle’s treatments of substance. (And which do so in different ways).

2. Substrata and bundles revisited
(i) In an earlier lecture, we discussed the debate between substratum or ‘bare particular’ approaches to explaining particulars and ‘bundle theories’ of particulars.
(ii) Bare particulars or substrata are entities that possess properties but possess no properties essentially. Bare particulars can explain the numerical distinctness of qualitatively identical particulars, and can account for the idea that properties are predicable of things in which they inhere or which possess them.
(iii) But (a) there are epistemological difficulties with bare particulars/substrata (i.e. is it possible to know anything of philosophical interest about them? (b) is the idea of a substratum even coherent?
(iv) The view that ordinary particulars to be bundles of properties or constructions from properties (in the manner of Hume and Berkeley) (a) does not encounter such epistemological problems (properties can be sensed directly) and (b) doesn’t attempt to understand what a particular is in a way that threatens incoherence; 
(v) But bundle theory (a) is committed to the identity of indiscernibles, which is false; and (b) cannot account for change of properties by a particular (at least without considerable reworking or sophistication of the basic view).
(vi) Does this mean that there is no satisfying account of what a particular is?

3. Neo-Aristotelian theories of substance
(i) There are different metaphysical ideas that might be described as ‘Aristotelian’ or ‘neo-Aristotelian’. One set of ideas emphasizes the idea of a natural kind. The second emphasizes the idea that ordinary objects are a particular kind of structure. This week I will talk about the first.
(ii) The basic category of particular is a substance. Aristotelian primary substances are things such as human beings, dogs and trees. The Categories develops a range of themes taken up by a number of broadly neo-Aristotelian substance theorists. (See Wiggins (1980), (2001), P. F. Strawson, (1959), G. E. M. Anscombe (1953))
(iii) Aristotelian primary substances are ontologically basic. They are ‘not predicable of anything else’ but other things are ‘predicable of them’. Specific properties depend for their existence on substances, not vice versa. Secondary substances are species and genus.
A substance—that which is called a substance most strictly, primarily, and most of all—is that which is neither said of a subject nor in a subject, e.g. the individual man or the individual horse. The species in which the things primarily called substances are, are called secondary substances, as also are the genera of these species. For example, the individual man belongs in a species, man, and animal is a genus of the species; so these—both man and animal—are called secondary substances.” [Categories, 2a 11-19] 
‘It is reasonable that after, the primary substances, their species and genera should be the only other things called (secondary) substances. For only they, of things predicated, reveal the primary substance. For if one is to say of the individual man what he is, it will be in place to give the species or the genus (though more informative to give man than animal); but to give any of the other things would be out of place—for example, to say ‘white’ or ‘runs’ or anything like that.’ [Categories, 2b, 28-35]
(iv) There is a difference between the questions: “What is it?” and “What is it like?”
(v) The first question invites an identification of a thing in terms of the kind (paradigmatically, the natural kind) to which it belongs. (A natural kind is a universal that the object instantiates; for example, human being, cat, dog, etc.). Aristotle called the species and genus under which things fall ‘secondary substances’.
(vi) Kinds and identity: The kind to which the individual belongs determines the identity conditions for things of that kind (or associated with such conditions), both at a time and over time. Kinds embody information about how things grow and develop; what kinds of changes they survive, and what kinds of changes that they do not.
(vii) Kinds and numerical distinctness: Instances of kinds are concrete particulars. For there to be two instantiations of the kind human being is for there to be two concrete particular human beings.  

4. Aristotelian views about substances and the substrata-bundle theory debate
(i) The substratum theorist is correct that properties must be possessed by things, and that substance itself cannot be identified with a property or a collection of properties.
(ii) But the substratum theorist is mistaken in taking it to be the case that substances can be understood completely independent of any attributes that they possess, and that substances are, considered in themselves, featureless or characterless entities (things which don’t possess any properties essentially).
(iii) Substances are familiar objects like cats and human beings. These things possess such properties as being a cat or being a human being, in falling under the relevant natural kinds. It is essential to each of these things that they have such properties.
(iv) Because substances are these familiar objects, the Aristotelian substance theorist will think that there is no more difficulty in knowing such substances as there is in knowing familiar concrete particulars.
(v) The bundle theorist is correct that substance is not something bare, which lacks any properties essentially. But such theorists cannot account for the fact that a substance cannot be a mere collection of properties, and that it is possible for substances to persist through changes of property. What explains the possibility of change is a persisting substance of a single natural kind.
(vi) Crucial to the Aristotelian’s diagnosis of the failings of both of these views is the failure to appreciate the importance of a certain kind of predication of substance; that which answers the “What is it?” question, and the facts about kind membership and essence that are implicated by correct answers to this question.
(vii) What has been offered is an Aristotelian framework for responding to a problem about substance. The success of the approach depends on detailed workings through of the idea. 

5. Wiggins (2001) on substance and identity
5.1 Aristotelian background
(i) We can better understand substance by focusing on the conditions for individuation or singling out an object (the context of the ‘What is it?’ question).
(ii) These conditions on singling out an object will take us to the idea of a kind of thing, a kind that makes it determinate what it is for something to be identical over an interval of time. This is a thesis he calls D: ‘Sortal Dependence’.
(iii) Wiggins proposes a distinctive thesis called the absoluteness of identity, and rejects a view (that some people confuse with D) called R: ‘The Relativity of Identity’. 



5.2 D: Sortal Dependency
(i) A sortal concept is the kind of concept that is expressed or referred to by a term used to give an answer to the “What is it?” question, as asked of some x. (For Wiggins (2001), concepts are universals (think of them as kinds), conceptions are the ideas we have of them).
(ii) Wiggins 
‘If somebody claims of something named or unnamed that it moves, or runs or is white, he is liable to be asked the question by which Aristotle sought to define the category of substance: What is it that moves (or runs or is white)? Perhaps one who makes the claim that something moves does not need to know the answer to this question in order to enter his claim. It is not hard to envisage circumstances in which he can know that it moves without knowing what the thing is. Yet it seems certain… that, for each thing that satisfies a predicate such as ‘moves’, ‘runs’ or ‘white’, there must exist some known or unknown, named or nameable, kind to which the item belongs and by reference which the ‘what is it’ question could be answered. Everything that exists is a this such. Where someone fully understands what he is judging when he says that this, that or the other thing moves, or runs or is white, he will know what the thing in question is.
Secondly, if someone reports further that the thing that runs is the same as the thing that is white, then his judgement cannot be true unless at least two conditions are satisfied. These conditions are that the thing that runs should be the same something or other as the thing that is white (the same horse, say, or the same man or whatever) and that the something in question be correlative with or associated with a principle by which entities of a particular kind may be traced or kept track of and re-identified as one and the same.” (2000, p.21-2)
(ii) Thesis D (See (2001), chapter 2)
(1) Anything that exists is a this such (there is a kind, known or unknown, under which this thing falls.
(2) x = y iff:
(a) x and y fall under f
(b) to say that x falls under f is to say what x is
(c) The kind under which x and y fall is associated with criterion of identity for things of that particular kind (something that provides information about what is required for things of that to be the same thing, and a grasp of which allows for things of that kind to be tracked or re-identified.) and 
(d) x is the same f as y, that is to say, x coincides with y under the criterion of identity for f things (according to the criterion of identity for fs) 
(3) For any x, there is a single sortal concept f that x falls under at each and every time at which it exists. (If you have a substance, there is a single kind that it exemplifies at all times, that subsumes all others. This is that which provides a ‘fundamental identification’ of that substance.

5.3 Identity as Absolute and the rejection of Thesis R: The Relativity of Identity

‘The universally accessible question to which these locutions naturally give rise is whether a can be the same f as b without being the same g as b. Better and more precisely, the question is whether a can be the same f as b, and not the same g as b, even where a or b is itself a g.’ (2000, 22)

Absoluteness of identity: If a is the same f as b, and a (or b) is a g, then a is the same g as b. (For example if x is the same man as y and a is an animal then a is the same animal as y.)

R: It is possible that a is the same f as b, but not the same g as b, even though a or b is a g.
(i) Wiggins (2000), ch. 1 opposes R. His argument works by taking ‘a is the same F as b’ to inherit features of the identity statement ‘x=y’ and following through the consequences.
(ii) Two assumptions
(a) Everything that is F is the same F as itself. (This is the counterpart of x is self-identical)
(b) If x is the same F as y then whatever is true of x is true of y  (The counterpart of LL)
(iii) R says that the following is possible:
a is the same F as b and a is not the same G as b but a is G
(iv) Step 1: 
Suppose that a is the same F as b
(v) Step 2:
We know from assumption (b) that if a is the same F as b then whatever is true of a is true of b
(vi) Step 3:
We know from the combination of assumption (a) with the claim that a is g, that a is the same g as a. (If a is g then a must be the same g as itself).
(vii) Step 4:
But now take ‘is the same g as a’. This is true of a.
So, if a is the same f as b then a is the same g as a iff a is the same g as b
(viii) Step 5:
Because we have assumed that a is the same F as b and we have assumed that a is g, it follows that a is the same g as b.
So, what R says is possible is not possible.

6. Is Wiggins’s rejection of R correct?
Wiggins (2001) considers a number of potential worries for his rejection of R.

(1) John Doe/The Lord Mayor
(i) John Doe is the same human being as Sir John Doe, the Lord Mayor of London but not the same boy as Sir John Doe, and he is not the same mayor/ex-cabinet minister/father of five marriageable daughters.
(ii) But human being, boy, mayor, etc. are all sortal terms (acceptable answers to the ‘What is it?’ question), 
(iii) So R is true.
Replies:
(a) (i) Wiggins argues that the putative counterexample illuminates the fact that we need to be careful about considerations of tense when dealing with Leibniz’s law and when talking about identity.
(ii) (Speaking about the mature human being late in life) Sir John Doe was the same boy as John Doe (was). (Even if he is not, at that later time, a boy).
(iii) (Speaking about the young man) John Doe will be the same mayor that Sir John Doe is/was (even if he was not, at that time, a mayor).
(iv) Therefore we do not have a case in which John Doe is the same human being and is not the same boy or mayor as Sir John Doe. (If supposed to be tenseless construal then is the same f as needs to be understood as was, is, or will be. But this is also true)

(b) (i) Wiggins takes the case to be interesting and significant because it is reveals the category of a phased-sortal. A phased sortal is an answer to the ‘What is it?’ question that some particular object instantiates only temporarily (e.g. boy, baker, artist, pensioner)
(ii) These sortal terms are all restrictions of some underlying sortal term that picks out a kind that the relevant entity falls under throughout its whole existence (in this case, human being). A boy is a young human being. A baker is a human being who bakes. An artist is a human being who produces works of art).
(iii) It can’t be the case that x is the same boy as y without being the same human being (because boy is a restriction of human being (a young male human being).
(iv) Given that the sameness of boy requires sameness of human being, it can’t be that one is (was, is, or will be) the same boy without being the same human being.

(2) Statue and Lump
(i) The other objection that Wiggins (2001) addresses in chapter 1 is the problem of the statue and the piece of clay.
(ii) The proponent of the relativity of identity maintains that a is the same mass of matter or lump of clay as b but not the same statue.
(iii) Therefore R is correct.
Reply
(i) We have discussed the kind of strategy that Wiggins adopts in response. The statue and the lump are distinct, though coincident. Statue is constituted by lump. (See 2001, ch.1 for more details on this).
Response
We have seen that this Standard Story about constitution faces a range of difficulties (e.g. the grounding problem, and the “too many objects” worry).

7. Worries about D: sortal dependence
(i) Michael Ayers (1974), (1991a) and (1991b) raises questions about the sortal dependence requirements that Wiggins account places on identity.
(ii) According to D, a requirement of x being identical to y is that there is a concept f that is known or unknown that answers the ‘What is it?’ question. This concept must be such that it is or is associated with a criterion of identity that makes it determinate whether x is the same f as y, and for any other thing at any other time, whether that thing is the same f as y.
(iii) On Wiggins’s view, this role is primarily played in our general conceptual scheme by concepts of natural kinds (e.g. cat, dog, human being). Each of these have their own distinctive principles of change and development that account for their persistence throughout all the time they are in existence. (Though he also maintains that there is a role for artefactual kinds).
(iv) One worry about this view is that it overlooks the role played by the much more general notions of material objects or material things in our thinking about primary substances.
“(I)f we are neither Aristotelians nor conceptualists, it might seem that a lump of lead is quite an impressive individual in its own right, perhaps no less so than a plant; and that artifacts, while sometimes physically unitary, like most teaspoons, are sometimes hardly more than notionally so, like a steam engine. In that case, since ‘lumps’ and ‘pieces’ do not form a kind in any significant sense, the principle that all individual substances belong to kinds would seem dispensable.” (Ayers, (1991), p.89)

(v) According to Ayers, a chunk of lead or a lump of clay has a good claim to be amongst the basic particulars, and to have membership in the category of substance. These things are coherent and unified, they persist by enduring through time, they can be the bearers of different properties at different times, and they have qualitative properties that depend on them.
(vi) But lumps of clay and chunks of lead don’t instantiate sortal concepts, or the natural kinds of this specific neo-Aristotelian picture.  
(vii) So D, the sortal dependence thesis, is false. (But note that this wouldn’t make Ayers, necessarily a substratum or bundle theorist. On the face of it, he thinks that the ‘What is it?’ question is distinct from the ‘What is it like?’ question. It is simply that the question can be answered by: “A material thing” or “A lump of stuff”.)
Replies:
(i) For something to be a substance it must have determinate identity conditions. The notion of a ‘material object’ or a ‘lump of stuff’ doesn’t make identity conditions determinate. For x to be a lump of stuff isn’t for it to be an f such that f is associated with conditions that settle whether, for any y, at any time t, it is the same lump of stuff as y. (Is this convincing? Same malleable and coherent entity. Won’t survive smashing or dispersal)
(ii) A different idea (drawing on Wiggins (1995) and his discussion of artifact identity) is that we can think of lumps of stuff as things that have an identity which is understandable as a specific kind of departure from the central or paradigmatic case of substance. What we say is that they are like substances, but for their lacking the organization of a natural kind.

6. Take-home messages
(i) An Aristotelian, or a neo-Aristotelian approach to substance provides the general theoretical resources to navigate between substratum and bundle theories of particulars.
(ii) The success of the approach will depend on working through the details of the account.
(iii) Wiggins (2001) develops a neo-Aristotelian approach at the core of which is (a) the absoluteness of identity and (b) the sortal dependency thesis.
(iv) We have discussed challenges to both (a) and (b). These challenges must be taken seriously. But they appear to be replies to them. Even if these challenges were successful, and showed that the role of natural kinds in an account of substance is not as was initially proposed in this neo-Aristotelian account, that would be consistent with a core Aristotelian insight about the difference between identifying and characterizing.
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