Mark Balaguer

How to Be a One-Thinger
My Aim: To undermine a wide class of arguments—save-our-intuition arguments—for the existence of either coincident objects or 4D objects. So I’ll be defending 3D-one-thingism (i.e., roughly, the view that there are no such things as coincident objects or 4D objects). I’ll do this by developing a novel theory of reference—Names Follow Properties (NFP)—that explains how the relevant intuitively true sentences would be true even if 3D-one-thingism were true.
2. PRELIMINARIES
DEF: An object O is a 4-dimensional object (4D object) iff (i) O is located at multiple times, and (ii) for each time t at which O is located, it has a temporal part that’s located only at t.

4-dimensionalism (4Dism): The view that (a) there are 4D objects, and (b) ordinary objects (i.e., things like cats and rocks and statues) are 4D objects.

NOTE: 4Dism entails that ordinary clay statues are (usually) numerically distinct from the lumps of clay that constitute them. E.g., if Lumpy is the lump of clay that constitutes Statchy, and if Lumpy was created in 2010 and Statchy was created in 2020, then according to 4Dism, Statchy and Lumpy are numerically distinct. (But not always—as in the famous case of Lumpl and Goliath.)

DEF: Two objects are coincident iff (a) they’re numerically distinct, and (b) they have the same location and they’re made of the same matter (or composed of the same parts).
Multi-thingism: The view that (a) there are coincident objects, and (b) ordinary objects (i.e., things like cats and rocks and statues) are coincident with other objects, most notably, the hunks of matter that constitute them. (So, on this view, Statchy and Lumpy are numerically distinct coincident objects, and so you and the matter that constitutes you, and so on.)
3D-one-thingism: The view that (a) there are no such things as coincident objects or 4-dimensional objects (or past or future objects—so 3D-one-thingism entails presentism), and (b) every physical object is identical to a bare 3-dimensional (presently existing) hunk of matter—in particular, the 3-dimensional hunk of matter that constitutes it—and these objects are not spread out in time (i.e., they’re not located at any times other than the present time), and they’re not coincident with any other objects.
DEF: Let’s use the expression ‘the SL-hunk’ to denote the bare 3-dimensional hunk of matter that constitutes Statchy and Lumpy right now.  (So 3D-one-thingism entails that Statchy and Lumpy are both identical to the SL-hunk (and to one another).)
Save-our-intuition arguments: Suppose that Lumpy was created in 2010 and Statchy was created in 2020, and consider the following four sentences:
[E1] Lumpy existed in 2012.

[E2] Statchy didn’t exist in 2012.

[S1] Lumpy could survive being rolled into a ball.

[S2] Statchy couldn’t survive being rolled into a ball.

We need to endorse coincident objects or 4D objects to account for these truths.
3. THREE COMPETING THEORIES

Multi-thingist theory of reference: We use ordinary names like ‘Statchy’ and ‘Lumpy’ to refer to objects that have certain properties essentially. E.g., ‘Statchy’ denotes the object that’s constituted by the SL-hunk that has its shape essentially (and being a statue essentially), and it keeps referring to that object for as long as it exists; and ‘Lumpy’ denotes the object that’s constituted by the SL-hunk that has being a lump of clay essentially (but doesn’t have its shape essentially) and keeps referring to that object for as long as it exists.

4Dist theory of reference: We use names like ‘Statchy’ and ‘Lumpy’ to refer to 4D objects whose temporal parts are related by certain continuity relations. E.g., ‘Statchy’ denotes an object (call it 4S) whose temporal parts are related by a shape-continuity relation; and ‘Lumpy’ denotes an object (4L) whose temporal parts are related by a lump-of-clay-continuity relation.
Stage Theory (see Sider): We use names like ‘Statchy’ and ‘Lumpy’ to refer to 3D stages (or temporal parts) of 4D objects whose temporal parts are related by continuity relations. E.g., for any time t at which 4S exists, ‘Statchy’ refers to the time-t temporal part of 4S. And likewise for ‘Lumpy’ and 4L.
NOTE: All 3 theories use properties to explain reference-fixing and cross-time reference.  
4. NAMES FOLLOW PROPERTIES (NFP)

NFP: Part 1: We use ordinary names like ‘Statchy’, ‘Lumpy’, ‘Obama’, etc. to refer to 3D hunks of matter. So, e.g., ‘Statchy’ and ‘Lumpy’ are coreferential—i.e., they both denote the SL-hunk.  Part 2: Every ordinary name is associated with a property—a keep-referring property—that an object (i.e., a hunk of matter) needs to have (and keep having) in order to be (and keep being) a referent of the given name. Thus, if we use N to denote the hunk of matter H, and if F is the keep-referring property associated with N, then if H stops having F, then N stops referring to H. (E.g., the keep-referring property associated with ‘Lumpy’ is being a lump of clay, and the keep-referring property associated with ‘Statchy’ is a shape property; so if the SL-hunk were rolled into a ball, then ‘Statchy’ would stop referring but ‘Lumpy’ wouldn’t.)  Part 3: While names refer to hunks of matter, they almost never keep referring to the same hunk for very long; rather, they stay connected to their keep-referring properties and refer to the often-changing new hunks of matter that have those properties. More precisely, ordinary names often switch their referents according to the following rule:

Reference Rule: Suppose that (i) N is a name that refers at t1 to a hunk of matter H1; and (ii) F is the keep-referring property associated with N; and (iii) at some later time t2, H1 stops having F, and there’s a distinct hunk of matter H2 that both (a) has F, and (b) is F-continuity related to H1. Then (iv) at t2, N stops referring to H1 and starts referring to H2.

So, e.g., if ‘Lumpy’ refers at t1 to H1, and if at t2 a few particles get knocked off of H1, so that the lump of clay is now made up of a different hunk of matter, H2, rather than H1, then at t2 ‘Lumpy’ stops referring to H1 and starts referring to H2—because now H2 is the relevant object that has the property being a lump of clay.  Part 4: If N refers to H1 at t1, and if at t2, H1 stops having F and there’s no hunk of matter that satisfies conditions (a) and (b) from Part 3 above, then N stops referring altogether. (So if the SL-hunk were rolled into a ball, then ‘Statchy’ would stop referring altogether.)  Part 5: Claims of the form ‘a had property P at time t’, where ‘a’ is a name, are true iff (i) there was a referent of ‘a’ at t (i.e., there was an object at t that would be a referent of our name ‘a’ at t), and (ii) that object had P at t. (So it doesn’t matter whether the current referent of ‘a’ had P at t.) Likewise for ‘a had P’, and ‘a will have P (at t)’, and ‘a was (or will be) R-related to b (at t)’, etc.  Part 6: Likewise for modal sentences.
Note: NFP is not a description theory (‘Trump’ and ‘Biden’ have the same keep-referring property, viz., being a person); and NFP is compatible with direct reference theory (and rigidity—more on this later). Also: the other 3 theories also appeal to properties, and compared with them, NFP is metaphysically undemanding. E.g., all NFP requires is that the referent of ‘Lumpy’ has the property being a lump of clay; it doesn’t require the referent to have that property essentially, or to be a 4D object whose temporal parts are connected by that property, or… (NFP tells us that names corefer in patterns that exactly match where multi-thingers believe in coincident objects and where 4Dists believe in distinct 4-dimensional objects that share temporal parts. So metaphysically controversial claims are replaced by semantic claims.)

5. HOW NFP UNDERMINES SAVE-OUR-INTUITION ARGUMENTS

5.1 ‘Lumpy existed in 2012 but Statchy didn’t’:
[E1] Lumpy existed in 2012.

[E2] Statchy didn’t exist in 2012.

Me: If NFP is true, then 3D-one-thingism is perfectly compatible with the truth of [E1] & [E2].
5.2 Predicates with tense built into them:

[O1] Lumpy is more than twelve years old.


[O2] Statchy is not more than twelve years old.

Me: NFP-ist 3D-one-thingers can say that there’s something like tense built into the meanings of predicates like ‘is more than twelve years old’; e.g., they might say that [O1] is true iff a referent of ‘Lumpy’ existed more than twelve years ago, and so on.
5.3 Modal Sentences: Consider the following sentences:

[S1] Lumpy could survive being rolled into a ball.

[S2] Statchy could not survive being rolled into a ball.

Me: NFP-ist 3D-one-thingers can say that modal predicates like ‘could survive being rolled into a ball’ function in a way that’s similar to the way in which cross-time predicates like ‘is more than twelve years old’ function; i.e., they can say that [S1] is true iff there could be a referent of ‘Lumpy’ that survived being rolled into a ball, and [S2] is true iff there couldn’t be a referent of ‘Statchy’ that survived being rolled into a ball—and, hence, that they’re both true.  (Note: (i) this view can be combined with any mainstream view of the semantics of modal talk; (ii) this is a version of the view (see, e.g., Lewis) that modal predicates like ‘could survive…’ are context-sensitive in the sense that they express different properties in different contexts (and that the use of the different names creates different contexts).)

5.4 Quantified Sentences: Consider the following two sentences:


[Q1] ((x)(x is constituted by the SL-hunk and x existed in 2012).


[Q2] ((x)(x is constituted by the SL-hunk and x didn’t exist in 2012).

Me: 3D-one-thingers can respond in the same way Lewisians respond to the analogous worry about quantified modal sentences—i.e., by saying that there’s a change in context from [Q1] and [Q2]. This is because we arrive at [Q1] and [Q2] by existentially generalizing on [E1] to [E2] respectively, and the different names in those sentences create different contexts.

5.5 ‘Statchy Doesn’t Exist Anymore’: Suppose that after the SL-hunk is squashed, we utter: 
[E3] Statchy doesn’t exist anymore.

Me: NFP-ist 3D-one-thingers can say (this utterance of) [E3] is true (or at least colloquially true) because ‘Statchy’ is a vacuous (i.e., non-referring) name—just like ‘Santa Claus’.

5.6 Two-place predicates with tense built into them:

[O3] Lumpy is older than Statchy.

NFP-ist 3D-one-thingism + [O3] entails that older-than isn’t irreflexive.
Me: NFP-ist 3D-one-thingers can make this palatable by saying that (a) only counterexamples to the irreflexivity of older-than arise in weird cases that no non-philosopher would ever think of, so it’s no wonder we have the intuition that older-than is irreflexive; and (b) we can save a restricted sort of irreflexivity of older-than. E.g.:  (i) For any names ‘a’ and ‘b’, if ‘a is older than b’ is true, and if the keep-referring property of ‘a’ is identical to the keep-referring property of ‘b’, then a ( b.  And (ii) For any objects x and y and any property F, if we calculate the ages of x and y under the F-continuity relation, then if x is older than y, then x ( y.

5.7 Past-Tense Claims About Past Objects: Bonus solution to an objection to presentism…

[A] Aristotle used to exist.

Me: NFP-ist 3D-one-thingers say that [A] is true iff there used to be a referent of ‘Aristotle’.
5.9 Tibbles and Tib: Consider the following save-our-intuition argument:

[T1] Tibbles was not identical to Tib at t1.

[T2] Tib is the same thing now, at t2, that it was at t1.

[T3] Tibbles is identical to Tib now, i.e., at t2.
Me: NFP-ist 3D-one-thingers can say that ‘Tibbles’ changed its referent between t1 and t2—and that [T1] is true iff there were referents of ‘Tibbles’ and ‘Tib’ at t1 that weren’t identical. 
Worry: 3D-one-thingers should also want to endorse the following:

[T4] Tibbles is the same thing (and the same cat) now, at t2, that she was at t1.

Me: NFP-ist 3D-one-thingers can supplement NFP with a semantic theory of words like ‘same’ and ‘different’.  E.g., they can say that ‘same’ is ambiguous—sometimes (usually in non-cross-time cases) it expresses the relation of numerical identity; but other times (usually in cross-time cases), ‘same’ expresses continuity relations so that it’s in synch with the semantics of ordinary names like ‘Tibbles’. And on this reading of [T4]—which is the right reading—it’s true. (More precisely: [T4] is true iff (a) there was a referent of ‘Tibbles’ at t1, and (b) that object would have been cat-continuity related to the current referent of ‘Tibbles’ if eternalism had been true.)
5.10 Ship of Theseus, et. al.: Likewise for all of the other mainstream puzzles of coincidence.  
6. WHY NFP IS COMPATIBLE WITH THE RIGIDITY OF NAMES

(i) Rigidity has to do with sameness of reference across possible worlds; and (ii) this is best understood in terms of counterpart relations, not numerical identity; and (iii) since there are multiple counterpart relations, it follows that in order for some other-worldly object O to be a referent of some (rigidly designating) name N, it needs to be appropriately counterpart related to the actual referent of N; and (iv) this requires O to have certain crucial properties. 
This fits perfectly with NFP, which says that in order for some future object O to be a referent of N, it needs to be appropriately continuity related (e.g., shape-continuity related) to the present referent of N. (NFP entails that (i) in order for an other-worldly object O to be the referent of ‘Lumpy’, it needs to have the property being a lump of clay; but it doesn’t say that (ii) any other-worldly object that has that property is a referent of ‘Lumpy’.)
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