Thing and Object

Abstract

There is a fundamental ontological difference between two kinds of entity: things and objects. Unlike things, objects are not identical to any fusion of particulars. Unlike things, objects do not have mereological parts. While things are ontologically innocent, objects are not. Objects are meaty. I defend the distinction between things and objects, and provide an account of the nature of objects.

1. Introduction

Let us begin by distinguishing two notions: the notion of a thing and the notion of an object. I will say that there exists a thing iff either there exists a simple particular, or there exists a fusion of some simple particulars. I will say that there exists an object if, roughly, there exists something that is posited by our folk ontology or our best science. Objects are what we pick out everyday: they are dogs, toasters and beetles, and, in our scientific moments, atoms, electrons and genes. Everyone can accept that there are these two notions. In general, however, it is not accepted that these notions track two distinct ontological kinds. Rather, unrestricted compositionalists think that objects are identical to a proper sub-set of the things. Restricted compositionalists think that objects are identical to an improper sub-set of the things. I will argue that objects are not identical to things. Rather, objects and things are distinct kinds of entity—where an entity is anything over which one can quantify—entities that are related in certain ways. Ultimately, I conclude, this view makes good sense of many of our ontological intuitions, and provides a satisfying account of the nature of the objects around us.

I begin by outlining the relationship between things and objects, and providing an account of objects. Then in section three I provide the first of two motivations for the claim that we should think that objects and things are distinct. I argue that given a number of plausible assumptions about the world, we cannot identify objects with things. In section four I provide an alternative mereology for objects and show how the relationship between objects and their ‘o-parts,’ as I will call them, differs from the relationship between things and their parts. Then in section five I consider the nature of composition, arguing that while composition is unrestricted at the level of things, it is restricted at the level of objects. This section offers a further motivation for accepting a distinction between things and objects by way of inference to the best explanation: it provides a diagnosis of many of our conflicting ontological intuitions. What appear to be competing ontological intuitions, and sometimes even competing desiderata for a theory of composition, turn out not to be competing. For there is not a single kind of entity of which all of the intuitions or desiderata need to be true. Instead there are two kinds of entity, such that some of the intuitions are true of one kind, and some true of the other. Finally then, I provide a brief overview of the logical terrain of ontology, and argue that my view is superior to many of the others on offer. 

2.  Objects
I begin by simply stating my view. At this stage my aims are purely descriptive, and indeed, descriptive at a fairly high level of generality. Motivating the view is a task I leave for section three, and providing a more careful and detailed account, including answering potential objections, will be postponed until sections four, five and six. 

If objects are not identical to things, what are they? Objects must be related to things, since objects must, in some sense of composition, be composed of particulars. Then something like the following seems right: an object exists at and across time only if some things exist at each of those times, and the parts of those things are arranged in the appropriate way at those times.  The idea is that objects come into existence when there exist things with the right sort of properties. Object-making properties supervene—with some strength or another—on thing properties. As I see it, object-making properties globally supervene on thing-properties. The existence of a thing at a time—even a thing whose parts are appropriately arranged—is not sufficient, in all cases, for the existence of an object at that time. Most objects exist neither instantaneously nor in a vacuum. In many cases it is not merely contingent that an existing object persists, it may be an essential property of that kind of object. It is not, for instance, merely contingent that persons are not instantaneous: a three-dimensional personaform region of space (or the occupant thereof) is not a person if there are not temporally contiguous three-dimensional personaform regions. Similarly, it is often not contingent of some object, that is has certain relational properties. Arguably, a lonely world in which there exists only a four-dimensional personaform region of space-time does not contain a person, since persons exist only if there exist other persons and relevant social practices. So at least some objects have essentially relational properties. Thus the occupant of a particular three-dimensional slice of space-time (an object considered at a time from some frame of reference) might be essentially related to the occupants of other three-dimensional slices of space-time. Sometimes those occupants might be the very same object located at different regions of space-time. (Or perhaps it would be better to say that it is an essential property of some objects that they instantiate temporally modified properties: that at t, they instantiate properties not only tly and at-t, but also t*ly or at-t*.) And sometimes those occupants might be distinct objects to which the object is essentially related. Hence if object-making properties supervene on thing-properties, they do so globally rather than locally.

In what follows I will begin by assuming that there is a distinction between logical and metaphysical necessity, and return to the issue of whether there is any such distinction.

Let us say that A-properties logically globally supervene on B-properties iff: for any worlds w1 and w2, if w1 and w2 have exactly the same world-wide pattern of distribution of B-properties, then they have exactly the same world-wide pattern of distribution of A-properties. Further, let us say that A-properties metaphysically globally supervene on B-properties iff: for any worlds w1 and w2 that share the same metaphysical laws, if w1 and w2 have exactly the same world-wide pattern of distribution of B-properties, then they have exactly the same world-wide pattern of distribution of A-properties. Since we can talk of the property of there being a particular world-wide distribution of objects, and the property of there being a particular word-wide distribution of things, we can say that the way the world is with respect to the distribution of objects, globally supervenes (metaphysically or logically) on the way the world is with respect to the distribution of things.

Further, we can say that if object-making properties logically globally supervene on thing-making properties, then object-making properties are entailed by thing-making properties. By analogy with the two strengths of supervenience relation, we need two strengths of entailment relation. So we will say that A-properties are logically globally entailed by B-properties iff the A-properties logically globally supervene on the B-properties. The A-properties are metaphysically globally entailed by the B-properties iff the A-properties metaphysically globally supervene on the B-properties. 

Then object-making properties are globally entailed (logically or metaphysically) by thing-properties. Or, the distribution of objects is globally entailed by the distribution of things. 

On my view, objects are distinct from things. If we want to know how many entities there are, it is not sufficient to count the things. But exactly how far objects and things ‘come apart’ depends on the modal force of the supervenience relations. It is natural for someone who embraces a distinction between things and objects to also embrace a distinction between logical and metaphysical necessity. Then it makes sense to hold that the distribution of objects metaphysically globally supervenes on the distribution of things. So in any world with the same metaphysical laws and the same global distribution of things as our world, there exist the same objects. Yet objects are clearly distinct from things, for there are logically possible worlds that have the same global distribution of things as worlds in which there exist objects, but where in those worlds there are no objects.

A potential worry is that this leaves room for radical scepticism about objects, since there are possible worlds identical to this one with respect to the distribution of things, but where there exist no objects. Still, sceptical worlds are nothing new: that we could be wrong about the existence of objects is in itself no reason to find the view unpalatable. 

For those who deny that there is distinction between logical and metaphysical necessity, the only option is to hold that the distribution of objects logically globally supervenes on the distribution of things.  At first blush, we might worry that this would mean rejecting the Humean doctrine according to which there are no logically necessary connections between distinct existences. I think the best way to understand that claim is as the claim that we determine whether x and y are distinct, by determining whether there are any logically possible worlds where x exists without y or vice versa. That is, x and y are non-distinct just if the logical entailment between the existence of x and y holds in both directions. Put like that, my view does not fall foul of the Humean doctrine, since the entailment between things and objects hold in only one direction: from things to objects. Still, it might be objected, that the entailment is one direction only need be no reason to suppose that token xs are distinct from token ys. We would be right to conclude that the  type x is distinct from the type y—since there are worlds where xs are not ys—but that is consistent with token xs being identical to token ys. This would be to embrace some sort of contingent token identity. So for instance, there are those who hold that mental states logically globally supervene on physical states, but that nevertheless token mental states are contingently identical to token physical states. That is, one and the same state is both a physical state and a mental state, though it is correct to call it a mental state in virtue of it having a different set of relational properties to the relational properties in virtue of which it is correct to call it a physical state. Or, to put it another way, that state has one set of counterparts qua mental state, and a different set qua physical state.  Not everyone accepts this kind of contingent identity so this option will not be open to them. Even setting aside general worries about continent identity, in the following section I argue that there are specific reasons to reject any such identification in the case of objects and things. 

Still, even if we reject contingent identity in at least this case, it might still be argued that in some good sense objects are nothing over and above distributions of things. There are physicalists who are prepared to concede that we cannot identify token mental states with token physical states, but who nevertheless hold that if (actually) mental properties are logically globally entailed by physical properties, then this is all that is required to vindicate physicalism. Equally though, there are dualists who accept the same picture and claim that it vindicates dualism. I have no desire to arbitrate that dispute, except to say that at least in the case of objects and things, my view is firmly on the side of the dualist. However, in virtue of general worries about under what circumstances entities and properties are distinct in cases where there are logical global entailment relations between them, in what follows I will mostly assume that the distribution of objects is metaphysically globally entailed by the distribution of things. 

Although the distribution of objects is globally entailed by the distribution of things, particular objects are related to particular things in a special way. This is the way in which objects are related to the things, at times, that are their material substrate—the things that exist just where the objects exist. Call that relation constitution. Then constitution, in this sense, is not Lewis’ identity-at-a-time (Lewis 1983; Robinson 1982): it is not the relation that holds, at a time, between two things that share a temporal part at a time. Nor is it the relation that holds between two things that materially coincide at a time, since it need not follow that objects and things so related share all and only the same parts at a time. Rather, it is the relation that holds between two entities that occupy the same region at a time, where one entity is part of the supervenience base of the other. I will say that:

Constitution: A thing T constitutes an object O at a time t iff (i) the world-wide distribution of objects is globally entailed by the world-wide distribution of things, (ii) there exists a region R (iii) O occupies all and only region R at t (iv) T occupies all and only region R at t.

As it stands, this definition is problematic in any world where there is inter-penetrable matter. For it seems conceivable that two inter-penetrable things, T1 and T2, might spatially coincide at t, and yet only T1 constitute O at t. I will return to this issue shortly, but for the moment let us make do with this simplified definition. Then at any time, an object is constituted by only one thing. But a thing constitutes an object at a time in virtue not only of how its parts are related at that time, but also in virtue of how the parts of other things are related at those, and other times. The constitution relation is the relation that holds between a thing and an object at a time, but it is a relation that holds in virtue of the way the rest of the world is. That is as it should be. Ten dollar notes are only ten dollar notes because there exist banks, and financial conventions and a whole gamut of other objects. The property of being a ten dollar note supervenes globally. But the fact that the distribution of objects globally supervenes on the distribution of things does not mean that a particular object would not have existed had some of the things in the subvenience base not existed. After all, it seems implausible that my existence should depend on the existence of an atom in a far-flung galaxy.

Let us say that an entity E in world w is lonely iff for any entity E* in w, E overlaps E*.

Then an entity is lonely if it exists in a world where there are no other distinct entities—no other entities that are not parts of the entity in question. Further, we want to be able to talk about worlds where actual entities (or their counterparts) are lonely. We might talk about a lonely world for E in terms of any world in which E exists and is lonely: that would tell us all the different ways that E can exist in a lonely manner. But it won’t, for instance, tell us anything about E’s intrinsic properties, since E might instantiate quite different properties in each in of the lonely worlds. (For instance, E might exist for different temporal intervals in each of these lonely worlds). These classes of worlds are interesting, but they are not the class I am concerned with. Rather, if we are considering a lonely world for E in w1, I want to consider worlds in which there is a lonely E that is a duplicate of E in w1. Roughly, E in w2 counts as a duplicate of E in w1 just if E in w2 could be the result of ‘copying’ all and only the region (or its contents) occupied by E in w1, into w2.
 Then we will say that:

A world w is a lonely world for E in w* iff (i) there exists a duplicate of E in w* in w, and (ii) E in w is lonely.

On my view, it makes sense to talk of lonely things. Consider any thing that exists actually, and there is a lonely world for that thing. Not so for objects. Objects cannot be lonely. Since the distribution of objects supervenes globally on the distribution of things, the property of being an object is not intrinsic. Moreover, since any (composite) object is constituted by different things at different times, even in a world in which O is the only object, there must exist a number of distinct things in that world—the different things that constitute that object at different times. But for any object there is a possible world in which there exist duplicates of all and only the things that constitute that object at times. There is a world, for instance, that includes a personaform portion of space-time as the only portion that instantiates object-like properties. But that is not a world that contains a lonely person, for in that world those things do not constitute any object. There are, however, loneliest worlds. A loneliest world for some object is a world in which we duplicate the minimum amount of the subvenience base necessary in order to duplicate the object. 

w is a loneliest world for O in w* iff (i) w contains a duplicate of O in w*(ii) there is a set S of all and only the things that exist in w and (ii) for any world w* in which the set of all and only the things that exist in w* is a proper sub-set of S, O does not exist in w*.

Then a distribution of things is a minimal subvenience base for an object just in case that  (and only that) distribution exists in a loneliest world for that object.

A set S of things is a minimal subvenience base for an object O in w* iff there is some loneliest world w for O in w* and all and only the things in w are members of S.
Thus if an atom in a far-flung galaxy is not part of my minimal subvenience base, I could have existed even if that atom had not. Indeed, I could have existed if the remainder of the distribution of the subvenient properties was the same except for the absence of that atom, despite the fact that the atom is in fact part of the global subvenience base upon which the property of there existing a particular person—me—supervenes.

With these additional notions, we can now refine the definition of constitution. First we need to introduce the idea of a minimally truncated duplicate. Suppose thing T1 in w1 exists through temporal interval T. Now conceive of the closest world to w1 in which T1 exists but has a temporal extent that is shorter by an instant—it exists though interval T-. In that world there exists a minimally truncated duplicate of T1. 

A thing T1 in w1 is a minimally truncated duplicate of T1 in w2 iff (i) w1 is the closest world to w2 in which (i) T1 exists and (ii) if T1 in w2 has a temporal extent of T, then T1 in w1 has a temporal extent of T minus an instant.

Then:

Constitution: A thing T constitutes an object O at a time t iff (i) T is part of O’s minimal subvenience base (ii) there exists a region R, and worlds w1 and w2 such that (iii) O occupies all and only region R at t (iv) T occupies all and only region R at t and (v) for any thing T* that occupies all and only region R at t, either (a) T* is not part of O’s minimal subvenience base or (b) if T* is part of O’s minimal subvenience base, then for any world w1 that is loneliest for O, there exists a close world w2 in which there is a minimally truncated duplicate of T* in  w1, such that in w2 T* fails to exist at t and (vi) O exists at t in w2. 

The point is that we want to say that T not T* constitutes O at t, if T*’s existing at t makes no difference to whether O exists at t, but T’s existence does. If T is part of O’s minimal subvenience base and T* is not, then it is clear why it is T and not T* that constitutes O at t. But T* might be part of O’s minimal subvenience base and still not constitute O at t, for it might be T*’s existence at a time other than t in virtue of which it is part of O’s minimal subvenience base. Perhaps, for instance, T* constitutes O at some other time. So we need to consider the closest world to O’s loneliest world where T* is minimally truncated and does not exist at t (but exists at the other relevant times). Then we can see whether it is T or T*’s existence at t that is doing the work in constituting O at t.  If O exists in the world in which T* is truncated, then T* does not constitute O at t. 

So far then, we have a sketch of the notion of an object, and of the way in which things are related to objects. In section four I continue to explicate the notion of objecthood and introduce an alterative mereology for objects. First, however, I want to consider why we should think that objects are distinct from things. 

3. Incontinent Motivations

Why not think that token objects are contingently identical to token things? There are two quite different sorts of reasons. One is a sort of inference to the best explanation, where the explanans are our seemingly inconsistent intuitions about objects and composition. In section five I argue that the reason we have competing intuitions about composition is in part because we have intuitions about two distinct kinds of entity, but mistakenly take them to be intuitions about a univocal kind. In this section, however, I focus on a more narrowly technical reason to hold that objects and things are distinct. This motivation revolves around the ubiquity of what I call object incontinence, where roughly, an object is incontinent iff it persists and gains or loses parts over time. 

It goes without saying that many, if not all actual composite objects are incontinent. I argue that combining a certain view about the nature of simples with a particular view about the parthood relation, yields the conclusion that incontinent objects cannot be identical to things, and hence that objects simpliciter cannot be identical to things.

I have in mind the view that simples are temporally extended. This could be the view that simples endure— that they persist through time by being wholly present at each moment, or the view that simples are four-dimensionally but partlessly extended—the view that simples are extended, rather than wholly present at any moment, but not in virtue of having some (temporal) part present at each moment. If perdurantism is true then persisting entities that are mereologically simple at a time are temporally complex. Perdurantism might be true, in which case the argument I will present does not go through. In that event, perhaps we should think that objects are contingently identical to things. But perdurantism might be false, and three-dimensionalists think it is, so they at least should buy the presupposition that simples endure.  

The second view I have in mind is the view that construed as a primitive, the parthood relation is temporally unmodified. That is, the primitive notion of parthood is ‘P is part of O’, not ‘P is part of O at t’. This is not the view that there is no temporally modified parthood relation. It is the view that the latter is to be defined in terms of the former. Why would anyone who holds that simples are temporally extended embrace the view that primitive parthood is temporally unmodified? Oughtn’t three-dimensionalists, at least, to think that primitive parthood is temporally modified? I say no. To see why, let us consider the thesis of mereological universalism. Considered in a temporally unmodified way, mereological universalism is the thesis that for any arbitrary set of particulars, there is a fusion of the members of that set. If temporally modified parthood is primitive, then we do not fuse particulars simpliciter, we fuse particulars at times. Fusions are fusions of particulars at times: they are entities that have particulars at times as parts. Then the temporally modified version of mereological universalism should read: for any arbitrary set of particulars at times, there is a fusion of the members of that set. Elsewhere, however, I have argued extensively against a mereology that allows the fusing of particulars at times (Miller 2005; Miller 2006; Miller 2006a). And the reason is precisely that allowing such fusions is antithetical to three-dimensionalism. Since mereology ought to be neutral between any theory of persistence, fusing particulars at times should be rejected. Here’s why.

Let us say that y is a fusion of the xs at t iff every one of the xs is a part of y at t and no part of y fails to overlap at least one of the xs at t. Mereological universalism tells us that for any arbitrary xs at t, there is some fusion, y, of the xs at t: that is, it tells us that there is some instantaneous object y, that exists at and only at t, and which has each of the xs at t as parts. If mereological universalism guarantees that y exists, then it guarantees that for every persisting object O and any arbitrary time t at which O exists, there is some instantaneous object O* that overlaps every part of O at t. For it guarantees that there is a fusion (O*) of the xs at t that are parts of O at t. That in itself might be taken by many three-dimensionalists to be an unpleasant consequence. Worse, universalism entails that there exists a fusion of each of the instantaneous objects that overlap O at each time at which it exists. That fusion is a perduring object that has each of the instantaneous objects as temporal parts.
 So endorsing the idea of fusions of particulars at times combined with the thesis of mereological universalism entails, at the very least, that for every enduring object, there is some perduring object that overlaps that enduring object at every time. Even three-dimensionalists who are restricted compositionalists might find this discomforting. Although they take mereological universalism to be false, they might find it worrying that a view about composition is inconsistent with their view about persistence. Further, although this argument is more straightforward if one presupposes universalism, something like the same problem arises even if one is a restricted compositionalist. 

Let us assume that whatever one’s favoured brand of restrictivism, there is at least one composite persisting object O. Suppose O exists at t1 and at t2. At t1 each of the xs is a part of O, and no part of O fails to overlap one of the xs. At t2 each of the ys is part of O and no part of O fails to overlap one of the ys.  Then it seems likely that since whatever brand of restricted composition we embrace is consistent with O’s existence, that restriction should also be consistent with the existence of a fusion of the xs at t1 and the ys at t2 (given that primitive parthood is temporally modified). Then there is some instantaneous object—O1, which is the fusion of the xs at t1 and which overlaps O at t1. And there is another instantaneous object, O2, which is the fusion of the ys at t2 and which overlaps O at t2. There might not exist anything (and hence no perduring thing) composed of O1 and O2, since cross-temporal fusing of this kind might be precisely what a three-dimensionally friendly restriction on composition would be expected to rule out. But even without that step, three-dimensionalists should be worried. It means that for any object O and every time t at which O exists, there is some instantaneous object that overlaps O at that time. Since in general three-dimensionalists reject this idea, even restricted compositionalists should abandon the notion that there are fusions of particulars at times. 

It is not difficult to see why they should do so. If we think of ‘fusing’ as the process that creates complex wholes from a plurality of simples, then it seems right that we should only be able to fuse distinct whole particulars. The xs that we fused at t (to create y) might be enduring particulars, each of which exist at, but not only at, t. And nothing about the xs’ existence at t suggests that there should be any instantaneous object, y, which exists only at t, precisely because nothing suggests that the xs are instantaneous. 

This means that we do not fuse particulars at times, we fuse particulars simpliciter. That is, the primitive parthood relation is not temporally modified. Then y is a fusion of the xs iff every one of the xs is a part of y, and no part of y fails to overlap at least one of the xs. Then in some sense, fusions never lose parts. If y is a fusion of the xs, then there are no times at which any of the xs exist and are not parts of y. Call this sense in which fusions do not lose parts strong continence. Fusions of particulars simpliciter are always strongly continent in a way that fusions of particulars at times are not. If the primitive parthood relation is not temporally modified, then fusions, and hence things in my sense of the term, are always strongly continent. That is not to say that they are continent simpliciter. Suppose that the xs are enduring particulars, and that at t some but not all of the xs exist. I take it that the fusion of the xs exists just as long as at least one of the xs exists. Hence although y exists at t, in some sense y has lost parts that it had previously. Let us say that in this sense fusions can be weakly incontinent. A fusion y is weakly incontinent iff (i) y is a fusion of the xs, (ii) at least some of the xs persist and (ii) there is some time at which at least one of the xs does not exist. 

If a fusion is weakly incontinent there is a sense in which it has different parts at different times. But have I not just finished arguing that the primitive parthood relation is not temporally modified? Yes, but that does not mean we cannot talk of the parts, at a time, of a fusion. This is not talk of a primitive relation that holds between wholes and their parts at a time. Nor does talk of the part of a fusion at a time imply that there is any entity all of which exists at t, and which is part of that fusion at t. It implies merely that there is some entity that is part simpliciter of the fusion, and we can talk of that entity at a time. Then we can define parthood at a time as follows: x is part of y at t iff (i) x is part of y, and (ii) both x and y exist at t. Then a fusion y is weakly incontinent iff (i) x is part of y and (ii) y exists at t and (iii) x is not part of y at t. 

But now notice that when we talk of objects being incontinent, we rarely mean that they are weakly incontinent. Rather, we mean that one and the same particular is at some times parts of an object, and at other times not part of that object. But that is to say that the object is not strongly continent: that there is some x that is part of y, and there is some time t at which x exists and is not part of y. Some, and indeed probably most objects are not strongly continent. All fusions are strongly incontinent. All things are fusions. So objects are not identical to things.

4. The ‘Mereology’ of Objects

I have said that objects fail to be strongly continent because they gain and lose parts over time. But what is the sense of ‘part’ at play here? I argued that temporally unmodified parthood is primitive. Objects do not have parts in this sense. For any object that is not strongly continent, it only makes sense to ask whether that object has a part at a particular time. Yet parthood at a time is defined in terms of primitive parthood: so objects cannot have parts at times in this sense either. Call both the primitive temporally unmodified notion and the defined temporally modified notion mereological parthood. Mereological parts are the sorts of things with which are familiar. Complex things have mereological parts, and the property of having those parts is intrinsic to those things. If a thing T has P as a part, then T will have P as a part in a lonely world. 

Objects, however, do not have mereological parts. Call the relation that holds between objects and their ‘non-mereological’ parts o-parthood. Then: 

O-part: P is an o-part of O at t just if (i) O is constituted by some thing T at t and (ii) there is some P* that is part of T at t and (iii) P* constitutes P at t. 

Then composite things always have things as parts. Composite objects always have objects as o-parts. An object O has o-parts at a time t, just if at t, O is constituted by some thing T, and some of T’s parts at t constitute further objects O1…On. Those objects are O’s o-parts. 

A counterintuitive consequence is that strictly speaking ordinary objects have no parts. They have o-parts, but nevertheless, they are mereological simples. Indeed, given standard definitions they are enduring simples. I have to concede that objects are enduring mereological simples. But there is clearly some perfectly good sense in which some objects are not simple: the sense in which they have o-parts. We can simply say that O is a simple enduring object iff (i) O is an enduring object and (ii) there is no time t at which O has any proper o-part. Given this, most objects are not simples, though they are mereologically simple. 

Prior to metaphysical discovery, we began with an intuitive view about what it is to be a part. We thought of the relation between the everyday objects and their ‘parts’ as the paradigm example of the part/whole relation. Then we developed the concept of part into the various axioms of mereology. It turns out though, that the paradigm sense of ‘part’ and the mereological sense of ‘part’ come apart. Paradigm objects turn out not to have mereological parts. Our folk term ‘part’ is ambiguous between referring to mereological parts, and referring to the parts of a paradigm object. Some of what we thought was true of parts is captured by the mereological part relation, and some is captured by the o-part relation. 

In fact though, parthood and o-parthood have much in common. One thing that distinguishes the relations aside from their relata, however, is that while the parthood relation is intrinsic, the o-parthood relation is not. O-parthood is not intrinsic, because the property of being an object is not intrinsic and o-parts are objects. There are no worlds containing a lonely object, and hence no worlds in which a lonely object has the same o-parts as it does actually. The following is true of things: for any thing T, whatever parts T has in a world w, it will have the same parts in a world that is lonely for w. We might wonder if an analogous principle is true of o-parts, namely that for any object O, whatever o-parts O has in a world w, it will have the same o-parts in w’s loneliest world for O. In this scenario, since the property of being an object is not intrinsic, properly speaking objects would not have intrinsic properties. But we might define a notion—call it pseudo-intrinsicality—that captures a genuine difference between two sorts of properties: the sorts of properties objects instantiate in their loneliest worlds, and the sorts they do not. Since objects instantiate properties at times, we need to introduce a notion of an object’s personal-time.
  For any object, call the instant at which it comes into existence t1 of its personal-time, and the next instant t2 of its personal-time, and so on until tn of its personal-time, the moment it ceases to exist. Then we can say that:

P is a pseudo-intrinsic property of O in w1 at personal-time t iff for any world w that is loneliest with respect to O in w1, O in w instantiates P at personal-time t. 

Although objects will have many pseudo-intrinsic properties, (like mass and spatial extent) the property of having particular o-parts is not one of them. It need not be the case that for every object O, the property of having o-part P is pseudo-intrinsic. Nothing guarantees that a loneliest world w for O in w*, is a world in which each of O’s o-parts in w* exist in w. In some cases, some or all of an object’s o-parts might be pseudo-intrinsic. In other cases they might not be. This is a crucial difference between parts and o-parts. 

There are, however, many similarities between parthood and o-parthood, thus explaining why we mistakenly took o-parts to be mereological parts. The following mereological axioms and definitions, relevantly altered, are preserved.

Transitivity Axiom: If x is an o-part of an o-part of y at t, then x is an o-part of y at t. 

It follows from the definition of o-part and the transitivity of parthood, that o-parthood transitivity is preserved. We need only posit the existence of three objects and three things: O1, O2 and O3, T1 T2 and T3.  Stipulate that at t, O1 is an o-part of O2, and O2 is an o-part of O3. Stipulate that at t O1 is constituted by T1, O2 by T2, and O3 by T3. By transitivity, O1 should be an o-part of O3 at t. If O1 is an o-part of O2, then by the definition of o-part, T1 must be a part of T2, and if O2 is an o-part of O3, then T2 must be a part of T3. By transitivity of parthood, it follows that T1 is part of T3. Then the following holds: T3 constitutes O3 (by stipulation) and T3 has some part T1 (by transitivity) and T1 constitutes O1 (by stipulation) so by the definition of o-part, it follows that O1 is an o-part of O3. 

Anti-symmetry axiom: If x is an o-part of y at every time t at which x exists, and y is an o-part of x at every time t at which y exists, then x=y.

Is anti-symmetry preserved? First notice that since I do not take the view that identity is relative to a time, it is not sufficient for x to be identical to y that x is an o-part of y and vice versa at one time. x must be an o-part of y and vice versa at every time at which they both exist. Now, nothing I have said about constitution guarantees that anti-symmetry holds. I have not ruled out the possibility that two distinct objects might be constituted by all and only the same things, and thus share all and only the same o-parts.  If that is possible, then anti-symmetry is not preserved. One option is to reject anti-symmetry, as many three-dimensionalists do anyway. They hold, for instance, that there can be two (or more) enduring entities that actually materially coincide at every time at which they exist, and hence which share all and only the same parts, but which are distinct in virtue of having different modal properties or persistence conditions.
 These three-dimensionalists should be perfectly content to hold that anti-symmetry is not preserved within the domain of objects, though it is within the domain of things. Alternatively, those who find anti-symmetry plausible could introduce a new principle that rules out the possibility of multiple objects being constituted by the very same things.  Call this the principle of non-complete coincidence.

Principle of Non-Complete Coincidence: For any object O that persists through, and only through interval T, if O is constituted by thing T1 at t1, T2 at t2, T3 at t3… for every t during T, then it is not the case that there exists an object O* that exists during and only during T, and which is constituted by T1 at t1, T2 at t2, T3 at t3… for every t during T.

Given this principle, the anti-symmetry axiom follows from the definition of o-part.

Then by analogy with mereological definitions, we would expect to define o-overlap and o-discreteness as follows:

o-Overlap: Objects O1 and O2 overlap at t iff at t, O1 and O2 have some o-part in common.

o-Discreteness: O1 and O2 are discrete at t iff at t there is no o-part in common.

As they stand, however, these definitions look problematic. To see why, consider the doctrine of arbitrary undetached parts (van Inwagen 1981).

The Doctrine of Arbitrary Undetached Parts (DAUP). For every material object, M, if R is the region of space occupied by M at time t, and if sub-R is any occupiable sub-region of R whatever, there exists a material object that occupies the region sub-R, and is a part of M, at t. 
Read ‘part’ as ‘o-part’. Not everyone endorses DAUP, and interestingly, my view tells us why DAUP is false. Suppose thing T constitutes O at t. T has P as a part at t. But P might not constitute any object P*. Thus there is nothing that occupies all and only the region of space that P occupies at t, and which is an o-part of O at t. So some regions of O at t do not contain o-parts, and DAUP is false. At least, some regions do not wholly contain o-parts, where a region R wholly contains an o-part O1, just if O1 occupies all and only R.
 

Given the falsity of DAUP, however, it seems that there might be something we would want call object overlap that does not meet the definition of o-overlap. Suppose that at t, O1 wholly occupies region R1, and O2 wholly occupies R2. Suppose R1 and R2 overlap: they each have R3 as a proper part. But neither O1 nor O2 has any o-part that wholly occupies R3. Rather, O1 has an o-part that occupies R4, where R3 is a proper part of R4, and O2 has an o-part that occupies R5, where R3 is a proper part of R5 (that is, R4 and R5 overlap by sharing R3). Then we might want to way that in some good sense, O1 and O2 o-overlap at t, even though they have no o-part in common. 

This might seem problematic for the notion of o-parthood. But in fact, it is not obvious that DAUP is true even in the domain of things. Consider the amended doctrine of arbitrary undetached parts of things (DAUPT):

 DAUPT: For every thing, T, if R is the region of space occupied by T at time t, and if sub-R is any occupiable sub-region of R whatever, there exists a thing that occupies the region sub-R, and is a part of T at t.

DAUPT is not an innocuous thesis. It presupposes something about the way the world is. For instance, DAUPT rules out the possibility that things could be composed of spatially or temporally extended simples. If things are so composed, then it is not true that any sub-region that the thing occupies at a time is occupied—at least, not wholly occupied—by some part of that thing. However, DAUPT failing to hold in virtue of things being composed of extended simples does not pose a problem of overlap for things, since things are fusions simpliciter of simples. T1 and T2 overlap iff they share a part. We might want to talk of overlap at a time just as we can talk of the parts, at a time, of a thing. But recall, talk of the parts of a thing at a time is talk of the parts simpliciter of the thing that exist at that time, not of some particular that wholly exists at that time and which is part of the thing. So we can sensibly talk of overlap at a time without any commitment to DAUPT. 

So it seems that the problem is peculiar to objects: there is a sense in which objects can overlap without it being true that they share an o-part. This suggests that we introduce a related notion: o-overlap*. We might be tempted to say that O1 and O2 o-overlap* at t iff at t, they occupy overlapping regions. But that will not do, since it would fail to rule out cases where there is inter-penetrable matter that allows objects to spatially coincide (and hence occupy overlapping regions) without sharing the same matter, and hence without overlapping in any sense.

And there is another problem. An object might occupy a region, such that there are occupied sub-regions of that region that are not o-parts of the object, and such that none of the sub-regions of those sub-regions are o-parts of the object. That is, there could be occupied sub-regions that are not related in any way to the object. Suppose there exists at t a fusion T of A, B C D and E. At t, T constitutes O. The fusion of A and B (proper part T1) constitutes P1 at t. P1 is an o-part of O at t. The fusion of B and C (proper part T2) constitutes P2 at t. P2 is an o-part of O at t. The fusion of D and E is a proper part T3 of T. But T3 does not constitute any object at t. P1 and P2 are O’s only o-parts at t. Then the region occupied by T3 at t is a region that contains no o-part of O: nor is it a region that contains sub-regions any of which contain o-parts of O. So O partially occupies a region without having any o-parts at that region. This is surely problematic. We want to say that objects occupy regions by having o-parts at those regions, even if not every region is such that an o-part occupies that and only that region. 

To avoid this outcome, we need to say something about the relation between simple things and simple objects. One option would be to hold that each simple thing constitutes a simple object at each time at which it exists, and then to amend the definition of a lonely thing (since a world containing a single simple thing would not be a lonely world under these circumstances and the current definition). Another proposal would be to say that for any time at which a complex object exists, every simple thing that is a part of the thing that constitutes the object at that time, is such that it constitutes a simple object at that time. That is: for any complex thing T that constitutes an object O at t, every simple that is part of T at t constitutes a simple object O at t. Given that principle, it follows that each of those simple objects are o-parts of the object constituted by T at t. Then in our example, at t, D and E each constitute objects P3 and P4, and each of those is an o-part of O at t. So even though there is no proper o-part of O that occupies just the region occupied by T3, there are o-parts that occupy each of the sub-regions occupied by T3: namely P3 and P4. This means that there is at least one complete decomposition of an object into o-parts, such that at each sub-region occupied by the object, there exists an o-part at that region. 

Given this, it becomes possible to define o-overlap* in a way that rules out cases of inter-penetration.

O-overlap*: O1 and O2 o-overlap* at t iff (i) O1 occupies all and only region R1 at t (ii) O2 occupies all and only region R2 at t (iii) R1 and R2 each have region R3 as a sub-region and (iv) there is a complete decomposition
 of R3 into sub-regions such that (v) for every sub-region in the decomposition of R3, there is an object O that occupies that and only that sub-region, and (vi) for each object that occupies a sub-region of R3, that object is an o-part of O1 and an o-part of O2.
 

Then finally:

Proper o-parthood: P1 is a proper o-part of O at t just if P1 is an o-part of O at t, and P2 is an o-part of O at t and P1 and P2 are discrete at t.

5. Composition

There is another motivation for embracing the distinction between things and objects. In the previous section I suggested that our intuitions about ‘parthood’ turn out not to be intuitions about a single relation or pair of relata. Rather, some intuitions track mereological parthood, and some track o-parthood. This ‘coming apart’ of intuitions is true of things and objects more generally. This section outlines the bare bones of an account of composition for both things and objects. In doing so it shows why what seem like competing intuitions about composition are not really competing. 

We began by taking it to be a desideratum on a theory of composition that it respect our folk ontological intuitions. When it proved impossible to respect all our intuitions, different theories jettisoned different intuitions, leaving us with competing theories that preserve different, apparently incompatible intuitions. The mistake lay in thinking that there was a single account of composition that should respect all those intuitions, when in fact ‘composition’ is like ‘parthood’: its extension is vague between referring to two closely related notions, one that pertains to things, and one that pertains to objects. Some of our apparently incompatible ontological intuitions are intuitions about objects, and some are intuitions about things. Once we recognise this, the tension evaporates. 

Here is one intuition many of us share: there is something ontologically innocent about mereological fusions. We get them for free, as it were, just in virtue of having the particulars. This intuition tends to pull in favour of some sort of unrestricted composition. On the other hand, the innocence of fusions and the entirely trivial nature of the composition relation given unrestricted composition, seems to fail to capture the sense in which ordinary objects are precisely not innocent in this way. The apparent meatiness and non-triviality of the composition of everyday objects tends to pull in favour of some sort of restricted composition. Distinguishing things and objects allows us to preserve both of these intuitions.

Unrestricted composition is true of things.
 For any arbitrary set of things, there is a fusion of those things. Call this sense of ‘composition’ mereological, or M-composition. M-composition is ontologically innocent. M-composition is entirely trivial, insofar as nothing about the arrangement of a set of particulars is relevant to whether those particulars M-compose anything: they always do. So many of our intuitions about ‘composition’ are true of M-composition.

Object composition, however, is non-trivial. Call this sense of ‘composition’ O-composition. O-composition is restricted. Not every thing at a time constitutes an object at that time. So objects are meaty in a way that things are not. As we will see, many of our intuitions about ‘composition’ are true of O-composition. 

In what follows I will explore some of the consequences of holding that O-composition is restricted. I do not intend, however, to provide any account of under what conditions a global distribution of things entails the existence of a global distribution of objects, nor under what conditions a particular thing constitutes a particular object. The task of determining under what conditions constitution occurs is an important one, just as for restricted compositionalists in general, the task of providing an account of under what conditions composition occurs is important. But that is not my task. I am concerned only to defend the distinction between things and objects, provide some account of the nature of objects and their parts, and show how this ontology is consistent with our ontological intuitions.

Consider my dog and the University of Sydney. Just because there is a thing that constitutes the University of Sydney at a time, and a thing that constitutes my dog at a time, it does not follow that there is a thing that constitutes an object that has my dog and the University of Sydney as proper o-parts at that time. Call the thing that constitutes my dog at t1 ‘T1’’ and the thing that constitutes the University at t1 ‘T2’. Then there is a thing that is the fusion of T1 and T2: call it T3. If there were an object at t1, that had my dog and the University as o-parts, then T3 would be the constitutor of that object at t1. But nothing guarantees that T3 constitutes anything, and hence nothing guarantees that there is any such object. Then the sense in which the folk are right when they say that there is nothing composed of my dog and the University of Sydney at t1, is the sense in which they are right that there is no O-composition. 

Here is another intuition. For some claims of the form ‘there is something composed of the x and the y’ there is a trivial sense in which the claim is true, and a substantive sense in which it is false. The trivial sense in which the claim is true is the sense in which we are not inclined to dispute that there is some ontologically innocent fusion of the x and the y. The substantive sense in which it is false is the sense in which whatever is composed of the x and y is not the same sort of thing as the meaty entities around us.  In some good sense of composition, in such a case composition is lacking. 

Traditional universalists sometimes hold that the folk term ‘object’ refers to some proper sub-set of the things that instantiate certain properties. They would diagnose such a case by noting that the folk might be right when they say that there is no object composed of x and y, since the thing composed of x and y might fail to instantiate properties that would make it right to label it an object. So there is a univocal composition relation, but the thing composed lacks the sorts of properties that make it right to think of it as an object. 

But this does significant violence to the original intuitions. According to my view there is no univocal composition relation, and it is not merely a semantic matter that there is no object composed of x and y. There is an ontologically innocent thing M-composed of x and y. But there is nothing O-composed of x and y,
 and that is the sense in which the claim is false. The distinction between things and objects allows us to preserve both of the apparently competing intuitions. 

(A technical aside. Actually, things are a little more complex than I have suggested. At first glance it looks as though if mereological universalism holds then there is a thing that is the fusion of my dog and the University of Sydney even if there is no object O-composed of the two entities. But that is not the case. There is a fusion of T1 and T2: T3. That is the ontologically innocent thing in question. But that thing is not the fusion of my dog and the University. There can be no fusion of my dog and the University, since they are both objects. Ruling out the existence of fusions of objects is no mere stipulation. Fusions have their parts simpliciter: recall that primitive parthood is not temporally modified. But objects do not have o-parts simpliciter, they have them at times. Consider any thing T. Given any complete decomposition of T, each of its parts will be parts simpliciter. Now consider a putative fusion of my dog and the University of Sydney. That entity would be a persisting one, since both my dog and the University persist.
 But since both my dog and the University gain and lose parts across time—neither is strongly continent—there is a complete decomposition of the putative fusion such that at least some of its parts are not parts simpliciter. But what it is to be a fusion is to have parts simpliciter: any other entity is an object. So if there were something that was composed of my dog and the University, it would be an object. But since object composition is restricted, there is no reason to suppose that there is. 

This is really just to say that M-composition always involves fusing things. Things always have other things as parts, they never have objects as parts. O-composition, on the other hand, occurs when things are arranged in such a way as to constitute objects such that those objects are o-parts of some further object.)

5.1. Vague Existence 

Here are three ontological intuitions. (1) There is a non-trivial, meaty restricted composition relation (what I call O-composition). (2) It is implausible to think that there is a sharp cut-off with respect to when composition occurs and when it does not. (3) It is implausible that composition is vague: that it could be vague whether something exists or not. These three intuitions are apparently in conflict. My view goes some way to easing the tension.

On my view, M-composition is never vague: it is never vague whether some thing exists, nor is it vague what are the borders of some thing. But if O-composition is restricted, then the tension between (1)—(3) re-appears with respect to O-composition. My claim is that O-composition too is sharp. But once we avail ourselves of an ontology of things and objects, the tension between (1)—(3) is at least mitigated. 

Sometimes we are not sure whether some composite exists. Restrictivists might explain this by holding that these are cases of vague existence. On my view, what explains these intuitions is that we are ignorant regarding under exactly what conditions a distribution of things entails the existence of a distribution of objects, and hence ignorant of the conditions under which a particular thing will constitute a particular object. We are pretty good at detecting paradigm objects. By doing so, we glean insight into some of the sorts of factors in virtue of which constitution occurs. Or at the very least, we gain insight into the sorts of factors that allow us to pick out and track objects. These are factors such as the arrangement, proximity and cohesion of the parts of a thing that is a potential object constitutor, as well as other things that are parts of an object’s minimal subvenience base. But we cannot extract the complete details of the relation between things and objects. We can know the exact distribution of all the things in the world, and still not know exactly how many objects there are. This does not mean I am committed to holding that we cannot in principle know the exact nature of the global entailment relation between distributions of things and distributions of objects; perhaps we can, though it is hard to see how we would discover such information. I am merely committed to it being the case that we cannot read that relation off from the distribution of things. Regardless, our ignorance is not inexplicable.  We are not dealing with semantic facts about the correct use of predicates. It seems inexplicable to many that there could be some fact that would determine exactly when something falls under the predicate ‘red’, because we cannot imagine what sort of fact that might be. But it is a metaphysical matter whether some object exists or not. Nothing guarantees that the sorts of features and descriptions that are part of our concept <object> and which allow us to pick out paradigm objects, also allow us to track exactly the objects. The price for investing in meaty objects is that our concepts are not an infallible guide. Yet there is no reason to suppose that they are not some guide. We pick out paradigm objects, or at least, objects that are paradigm given our concept <object>, and we use that ability to determine, with respect to less paradigm cases, whether O-composition occurs on those occasions. Sometimes we might be wrong. But mostly, I think, we aren’t. 

Indeed, my view can make sense of our ‘uncertainty’ intuitions in a number interesting ways. Sometimes we are simply ignorant, and no amount of pondering is likely to reveal whether we have reason to suppose that O-composition occurs or not. But cases of what restricted compositionalists call vague existence fall into two broad categories. One category includes instances where, for example, I am building something but the construction is not yet complete. We sometimes express our intuitions in terms of it being indeterminate whether the object in question exists. Considered more closely, these are more often cases where although we think that there is some object present, we are unsure as to which sortal it belongs: we are unsure, for instance, whether the half built ship counts as a ship, or whether the broken table is a table. But we are not unsure whether any object exists or not. On these occasions, I maintain, careful consideration reveals that it is determinately the case that some object exists, but it may be indeterminate whether that object falls under a particular predicate. Here it is plausible that O-composition is sharp.

The other category of cases are where we have the intuition that it is indeterminate whether any composite whole exists at all in some region of space-time. These are not cases where we are worried about sortal terms: they are not cases where we would be inclined to say, ‘it is indeterminate whether there exists any table here’. They are cases where we just think that it is indeterminate whether there is any composite at all, of any kind. Here, I think the most plausible response is that these are cases where there determinately fails to exist any object. But there does exist a thing. The absence of any object pushes us to say that nothing exists; the presence of the thing pushes us to say that there is, surely, in some sense something there. So both O-composition and M-composition are sharp, but such cases are ones in which M-composition occurs and O-composition does not. Hence the intuition that it is indeterminate whether something exists. Distinguishing objects and things thus allows us to make good sense of the various subtle gradations in our ontological intuitions and to mitigate the conflicting pull of intuitions (1), (2) and (3).

Yet surely it is very arbitrary that a small difference in the way some things are arranged can mean the difference between an object existing and failing to exist. Well, it isn’t arbitrary, since it is metaphysical principles that determine under what conditions constitution occurs. But that such a small difference should make a difference may seem odd. I have to bite the bullet.  There is a fact of the matter, and it makes a difference. But notice that even restricted compositionalists who embrace vague composition have to say that there is some point at which some entity goes from existing to a very low degree, and not existing at all. Exactly where that point is seems equally, if not more, mysterious. Ultimately I think that when we examine our intuitions we find considerably more sharp boundaries regarding the existence or not of objects of some kind or another, than we might have supposed.  

7. Meat Without Potatoes

What of ontological parsimony? Unrestricted compositionalists are committed to the existence of lots of things. But these things are ontologically innocent: no appeal is required to some sort of ontological glue, or meaty composition relation that determines under what conditions composition occurs. Restricted compositionalists are committed to the existence of far fewer things. But the things in question are often in some sense meaty, since even the most minimal version of restricted composition is at least committed to composition being entirely non-trivial. 

The view I have defended has a more profligate ontology than either of these two views. In fact, it looks as though the view is committed to the existence of about the same number of entities as both restricted and unrestricted compositionalist views put together!
 I confess. I’m happy to have a long ontological list, but those who are in favour of a lean ontology will find this profligacy worrying. As I see it, the desideratum of ontological parsimony tells us that we should admit into our ontology only those entities that we need to explain the relevant phenomena. I claim that we do need all these entities, and thus that the alternatives are deficient. 

Both restricted and unrestricted compositionalist views are deficient because both attempt to identify objects with things: they differ only in which things they are willing to admit into their ontology. But as I argued in section three, three-dimensionalists
, or at least, three-dimensionalists who reject the existence of perduring objects, or of instantaneous objects that wholly overlap enduring object at times, cannot both hold that objects gain and lose parts over time, and that they are identical to things. They must embrace a distinction between things and objects. Given this, it would be odd to restrict thing composition, since we need at least as many things as there are incontinent objects at times, plus all of the things that are parts of the minimal subvenience base of those objects. But it is hard to see that the property ‘being part of a minimal subvenience base for an object’ could be a basis for a restriction on thing composition. It makes much more sense to think that thing composition is unrestricted, and that it is object composition that is restricted. 

And given that we are prepared to embrace both M-composition and O-composition, we have the resources to make sense of many of our folk ontological intuitions. What appeared to be incompatible intuitions turn out merely to be intuitions about two different sorts of entity: objects and things. 

According to my view then, there exist both things and objects. Things and objects are equally real, they are simply two different kinds of entity, where “entity” refers, in this sense, to the most general ontological category. It is true that things are ontologically innocent, in the sense that unrestricted compositionalists use the term: nothing more is required for their existence than the existence of some particulars. The arrangement of, and relations between, those particulars, is irrelevant to whether a thing exists, and to what sort of thing it is. A thing exists just so long as the particulars that are the parts of that thing exist. The identity conditions for things are just the identity conditions for mereological fusions. But to be ontologically innocent in this way is not to fail to be fully ontologically real. It is just to fail to be the kind of entity that you and I are usually interested in. Not so for objects. Objects are entities that, by and large, persons tend to care about. Their individuation conditions are complex. Different things at different times have to have just the right properties and be related to one another in just the right way to bring into existence an object. In this sense, objects are meaty. But they are no more, or less, real than things. They sit alongside things in our ontology. But objects are not things, and vice versa. 

Objects, in my sense, sit rather uneasily in the current ontological terrain. Objects are, by extension, with some notable exceptions, (like van Inwagen) the entities that restricted compositionalists wish to allow into their ontology. My account does not attempt to provide any firm individuation conditions for objects: it does not attempt to tell us when things constitute objects. Rather, it attempts to show how objects are related to things, and why we should think that both entities exist. So many different accounts that attempt to set out the individuation conditions of objects will be consistent with what I have said here, and that is all to the good. 


According to my account, the properties of an object at a time cannot be reduced to the properties of the thing that constitutes it at a time. But the account stays silent on exactly what sorts of properties objects instantiate.  It is not only consistent with, but is in the spirit of my view that objects have real essences and robust modal properties of the kind proposed by Kripke (1972) and defended by Rea (2002), and rejected by Heller (1990). But nothing in the view entails a particular view about essentialism. Likewise, my account is largely consistent with views like that of Elder (2004) and Merricks (2001) at least insofar as it agrees with Elder about which objects exist (though disagrees about overall ontology because Elder does not include any things in his ontology). One noteworthy difference is that Elder and Merricks see it as part of their task to show that objects have causal powers over and above the simples that compose those objects at a time. It is no part of this paper to show that objects have causal powers over and above the powers of the things that constitute them at times. While I have argued that the properties of an object at a time cannot be reduced to the properties of the thing that constitutes it at a time, this in no way entails that objects have causal powers that things lack. Those who think that we can only admit objects into our ontology if they have causal powers over and above the powers of the plurality of simples of which they are composed, or, in my case, the thing that constitutes them at a time, might then have reason to be eliminativists about objects in my sense, and embrace only things. But since it is no part of my account to suppose that objects must have these causal powers in order to be admitted into our ontology, I feel no such push towards eliminativism. 

Ultimately though, much of what is said about ordinary objects will be consistent with the view I outline here. For that view is not designed to tell us about the nature, properties, or essences of objects. Rather it is designed to show that these entities are not identical to things, and to elucidate the relation between objects and things. This means that in many cases, one’s favourite account of the nature of objects in terms of their essences, and individuation and persistence conditions, can be plugged into the account I provide. 

With thanks to David-Braddon-Mitchell for helpful discussion of these issues, and to the Australian Research Council for funding. 
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� Where this region will be four-dimensional if E persists. The idea is that we copy E throughout its entire existence.


� Something like this argument can be found in Sider (2003).


� At least, unless in addition to holding that identity is contingent, we are prepared to hold that it is temporally relativised, so that an object is identical to a thing at some times and not others. I will not consider this option since relative identity is not widely endorsed.


� I set aside any worries about whether properties instantiated at times, or in temporally modified ways, are truly intrinsic or not. For more on that debate see Lewis (1986), Johnston (1987), Haslanger (1989), Lowe (1988) and van Inwagen (1990).


� They hold, for example, that Gibbard’s (1975) Lumpl and Goliath are distinct.


� I take it that ‘occupy’ in DAUP means wholly occupy, where a thing or object wholly occupies a region just if it occupies that and only that region. 


� Where S is a complete decomposition of x iff every member of S is a sub-region of x, no members of S have any sub-regions in common, and every sub-region of x not in S has a sub-region in common with some member of S.


� Then we might also want to define o-discreteness*.


o-discreteness*: O1 and O2 are discrete at t iff at t it is no the case that O1 and O2 o-overlap*.


� For any set of things, there is a fusion of the members of that set.


� Where something is o-composed of x and y iff there is some object O, such that x and y are o-parts of O.


� Though notice that everything I say would be true of some instantaneous object that is the fusion of my dog at t1 and the University at t1. 


� Though of course this might not be a larger cardinality.


� And indeed those who think that simples are temporally extended, but not in virtue of enduring.
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