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The category of occurrent continuants

Because something is happening here
But you don’t know what it is

Do you, Mr Jones?
(Bob Dylan, “Ballad of a thin man”)

1. Introduction

W. E. Johnson in his influential Logic textbooks in the early 1920s coined the term ‘continuant’ and articulated the distinction between continuants and occurrents as the two possible kinds of existing entities.  His definition of a continuant was:

that which continues to exist throughout some limited or unlimited period of time, during which its inner states or its outer connections with other continuants may be altering or may be continuing unaltered… Now while we cannot say that a continuant occurs, we can say that a state occurs; and anything that may be said to occur will be called an ‘occurrent’ (1924, xx-xxi)
So, according to Johnson, continuants continue and occurrents occur.  In addition, continuants are subject to change.  While this is not very much to go on, it is going to provide a useful starting point.  Johnson claims that we cannot say that continuants occur.  This is what I deny in this paper.
Generally 3-dimensional physical objects are taken to exemplify the category of continuant and events are taken to exemplify the category of occurrent. 
  If we accept this then it is natural to think that the two categories are mutually exclusive.  No 3-dimensional object is an event.  3-dimensional objects are spatially extended and not temporally extended.  Events are temporally extended.  My body extends in space and has smaller parts that occupy regions of this space.  And the event of my life extends in time and has smaller parts – the event of my writing this paper for example – which occupy regions of this time.  They belong to distinct metaphysical categories.

One way to challenge this neat picture is to say that continuants are 4-dimensional objects, and insist that they are extended in time just as events are.  I will not take this route, nor consider it seriously here.  While some of the considerations I will bring to bear support an opposing conception of continuants as things which are not extended in time, the focus of this paper is not to argue for this.  Rather I want to challenge the conception of occurrents as necessarily being things that are or might be extended in time.  I am not just saying that there are occurrents that have no duration – for example accomplishments like reaching the summit of the mountain.  I am arguing that there are occurrents that do go on for a time but are nevertheless not extended across that time.  Some occurrents (the event of my life, for example) certainly are extended in time.  But I will defend the idea that some occurrents that last for a time (the process of my living my life, for example) are not.  

So I am arguing for the existence of a category of things which simultaneously occur and continue or endure - occurrent continuants.  These occurrent continuants, if they exist, are not abstruse entities.  They are all around us.  Anything which is, was or will be happening is one of them.  They constitute dynamic and causal reality.  I have in mind ongoing processes, like my writing this paper, my watching a movie tomorrow, the pen falling off the table, the erosion of the Rocky Mountains, the orbiting of the moon around the earth, Jenny’s driving to the shops yesterday, or John’s going for a walk.  To the extent that these are things that are, were or will be going on, they are occurrent continuants, I shall argue.
  
2. Continuants

The first part of Johnson’s definition quoted above is that continuants continue to exist through time.  If we could take the intuitive idea of something continuing to exist to be unproblematic then we might make short work of the issue.  A physical object, like a table, continues to exist through time.  But also processes, like my writing this paper or the erosion of the Rocky Mountains, have been continuing for some time now.  On this basis some things that are occurring are continuing.

But the idea of something continuing through time is philosophically contentious.  A number of philosophers, working with apparently sensible metaphysical accounts of what continuing through time would have to involve, do not believe in it.  David Lewis (1986), for example, argues that the possibility of an object changing its intrinsic properties shows that objects cannot possibly persist by enduring, but only by perduring – that is to say by having different temporal parts, or stages, at different times, while no one part of the object is wholly present at more than one time (Lewis 1986, 202).  If an enduring object could change from being straight to being not straight, then one and the same object would be both straight and not straight, according to Lewis, and this of course is impossible.  Assuming that continuants are things that endure, it would follow that there are no such things.

In the light of this, any argument about the possible existence of occurrent continuants cannot only rely on an intuitive understanding of what a continuant is, but must provide some metaphysical analysis of the notion first.  There are various ways to do this.  We could take Lewis’s positive characterisation of endurance and require that continuants are wholly present at different times.  Or we could use his negative characterisation and require that continuants do not have temporal parts.  Related to this might be the requirement that continuants do not have temporal extension.  Or we could use the next bit of Johnson’s definition and require that continuants are capable of intrinsic and relational change through time.  
Kit Fine (2006) recommends another, more abstract, way of characterising the distinction between things that exist in time (continuants) and things that extend through time (perdurants).  His way of characterizing continuants is that there are two ways of their being present.  If there are such things as 3-d continuants then the way they are present in time is quite different from the way they are present in space.  The way they are present in space is as being spread across a portion of space, according to Fine, but the way they are present in time is not as being spread across a portion of time; their existence at a time is different from this.
  On the other hand the presence of 4-d (perduring) things can only be made sense of in terms of their being spread across both space and time.  He then argues for a 3-d conception of objects by arguing that the way we understand objects, both in terms of their being in time and space and in terms of their having parts, requires that there are two ways of their being present rather than just one.

 I am going to propose a simple distinction that can be seen to underpin all these different ways of characterising continuants.  It is the distinction between things that primarily have their properties at a time and things that primarily have their properties atemporally.  When you ascribe a property to a continuant you do not just link the continuant with that property.  You have to link the property and the object in a temporally specific way.  For example ascribing the property of being grown-up to the philosopher, Arthur Prior, cannot be done without specifying in some way the time when he was grown-up; grown-upness is not attributed to Prior independently of a time.
This characterisation relates directly to the next part of Johnson’s definition, namely that while a continuant is continuing to exist through a period of time “its inner states or its outer connections with other continuants may be altering or may be continuing unaltered.” (1924, xx)  Continuants are things that may change over time.  Assuming that what it means to say that something changes over time is that it has at one time a property which it does not have at a later time (or vice-versa), then changeable properties are properties that something can only have at a time and not atemporally.

The different options for how to understand things having different properties at different times are well worked over in the literature.  They are as follows:

1. Prior-in-1960 has the property of being grown-up.

2. Prior has the property of being grown-up-in-1960.

3. The proposition that Prior has the property of being grown-up is true in 1960.

4. Prior has-in-1960 the property of being grown-up.

The most natural way to understand the idea of something changing is in terms of a thing having a property at one time and at a later time the very same thing not having that very property.  This cannot be captured by either 1 or 2 above.  The thing that has the property of being a child according to 1 is something like Prior-in-1924, which is a different thing from the thing that has the property of being grown-up.  And in 2 the property of being grown-up that Prior does not have in 1924 is a different property from the property he does have in 1960 – it is the property of being grown-up-in-1924.   In 3, the idea of change is captured by the changing truth of a proposition; but what we wanted to capture was Prior changing, not a proposition changing.  That leaves 4. 

Mark Johnston says that to take this alternative is to “break free of the Procrustean assumption that a temporal qualification in a report of change has to be understood either as a relativization of a singular term or as a relativization of a predicate or as a sentence-former on closed sentences.”  (1987, 126)  “Temporal qualification has to do with the ways individuals have properties. … Temporal qualifiers in reports of change are typically adverbs which modify the copula of predication.” (1987, 128)  Given this, my claim that continuants primarily have their properties at a time rather than atemporally can also be expressed by saying that continuants are primarily described with the use of temporally qualified copulas.  
While this may make best sense of our talk of change some philosophers take there to be metaphysical arguments against the view.  If these arguments work then they show that change as we naturally understand it cannot happen.  Our natural way of talking about things having different properties at different times would then be shown to be systematically incoherent.  We would then face a choice between accepting some revisionary account of what it is for something to have a property at a time or just deny that things really do have properties at times.  Choosing the latter suits me better, since it means that I can go ahead with the characterisation of continuants as things which primarily have their properties at a time and not atemporally, while conceding that if these metaphysical arguments are good they show that there are no such things as continuants.

   By contrast with Prior being grown-up at a time, the number 3 is atemporally a prime number.  Its primeness is attributed to it independently of a time.  In general Plato’s eternal forms have their properties atemporally.  But it is crucial to grasp that neither the object nor the property need be atemporal in any sense for it to be the case that the object has that property atemporally.  We are concerned here with whether the having of the property is atemporal.  For example I might say that the battle of Hastings marked the start of the period of Norman colonisation in England.  Neither the battle of Hastings nor the property of marking the start of Norman colonisation in England are atemporal in any sense.  But the battle of Hastings has that property atemporally.  We do not have to specify a time when the battle had, has or will have that property.
One might be deceived by the use of the past tense of ‘mark’ in the example I have just given.  But this use of the past tense does not mean that the property of marking the start of the Norman colonisation was had by the battle of Hastings in the past.  It would be absurd to say that at that time the battle of Hastings marked the start of Norman colonisation.  The use of the past tense here in my example is optional; I might equally have said that the battle of Hastings marks the start of Norman colonisation in England.  Its purpose is not to say when the battle of Hastings had that property but to indicate that the battle of Hastings is a past event.  In other words it locates the Battle of Hastings on McTaggarts’s A-series.
  
To say that an object has a property atemporally is very different from saying that it has it always.  We talk about the timeless beauty of a painting, meaning that the painting has at all times the property of being beautiful.  But in this case we are attributing the property of beauty to the painting at a time – indeed at every time at which it exists.  It is not the case that the painting has the property of being beautiful atemporally.
  

Prior himself characterises continuants in the way I am doing:
Tables and chairs and horses and men are typical ‘individuals’ of the sort intended [i.e. ‘continuants’ in Johnson’s sense]; we may say of such-and-such a man, for example, that once he was a boy and now he is grown-up and some day he will be old, or that yesterday he was ill and now he is on the mend and tomorrow he will be quite better (1968, 78) 
But compare the man, Arthur Prior, with his life (or his life story).  This latter is an unchanging entity which has its properties atemporally. 
  Prior’s life contains episodes of illness, of philosophical success, of frustration, and so on.  And it contains these things quite atemporally.  It is not that it contained them at one time with the possibility that it might change and no longer contain them later on.  It is not that sort of thing.  We may use the present tense, ‘contains’, or the past tense, ‘contained’, when describing the contents of Prior’s life, but this use of tense does not mean that the relation of containing something is being attributed to Prior’s life at a time.   It is being attributed atemporally, and the use of the past tense just indicates that the life it is being attributed to is over.

Many of the properties we attribute to things like lives or life stories involve their temporal extension and their temporal parts.  They have these properties atemporally.
  Prior’s life contained quite atemporally several decades and contained (atemporally) many phases, including boyhood in New Zealand, a sabbatical year in Oxford, a time as Professor at Manchester and so on.  But while his life has (atemporally) the property of containing temporal parts, he himself did not have that property.  Temporal extension is not a property that is attributed to something at a time and so it is not one of the properties that continuants primarily have.  And the same applies to the property of having temporal parts.  As Prior went on to say after the previous quotation:
And while in general these individual objects have parts – men have arms and legs and so on – and these parts are themselves objects of a sort, we do not say that they have temporal parts or phases, in the way that processes and histories do.  My boyhood, for example, is not a part of me, though it is a part of my history; and it is not the case that one part of me was a boy in New Zealand while another part of me is a man in England; it is I who was that boy, and I – the same I – who am the man. (1968, 78-9) 
If a continuant does not have temporal parts then what is present at any one time is not just part of the continuant.  We may express this as Lewis did by saying that the continuant is wholly present at more than one time.  But this is rather misleading.  A continuant is not something that just happens to lack temporal parts.  It is a kind of category error even to inquire whether a continuant has temporal parts.    The same goes for trying to characterize continuants as things without temporal extension.  Both the property of having temporal parts (or temporal extension) and the property of having no temporal parts (or temporal extension) are attributed atemporally, and so cannot be applied directly to continuants.  Since the part/whole distinction cannot be applied temporally to continuants, it is as wrong to say that the temporal whole of a continuant is present as to say that only a temporal part of it is present.


So characterizing a continuant as something that primarily has its properties at a time rather than atemporally makes more sense than characterizing a continuant as something that is wholly present at a time or that has no temporal extension or temporal parts.  It also explains why we might want to say these other things.  In this way it is a more fundamental metaphysical characterization.


Fine's way of characterising the 3-d way of thinking about things in terms of the two ways in whch they can be present may also be seen to follow from the characterisation of continuants as things which primarily have their properties at a time.  Consider the following ways in which an entity, X, may be said to have presence in a space S.  The first applies for entities that have their properties at a time (continuants) and the second for entities that have their properties atemporally (for example a 4-d space-time worm or a time-slice of such an entity).
1.  X is-at-time-T located or extended in space, S.

2. X is-atemporally located or extended in space, S.

 

And now consider the equivalent ways in which we might try to say that X has presence at a time, T*.

 

3.  X is-at-time-T located or extended at time, T*.

4.  X is-atemporally located or extended at time, T*.

 

Things that have their properties atemporally may have their presence in time in just the same way they have presence in space – namely by being extended or located in a region.  This corresponds to 2. and 4. above.  But things that have their properties at a time (continuants according to my way of characterising them) do not have a presence in time in the same way they have a presence in space.  So number 3. makes no sense, subject to the same category error just described.  Being located or extended at a particular time is a property that is attributed to things atemporally.  Something cannot be at one time extended in one temporal region and at another time not extended in that same region.   

Moreover such things do have a presence in time in a different way.  1. above gives X a presence in space in terms of its location or extension in a region of space, but it also gives X a presence in time – namely by attributing properties to it at that time.   So the second way that continuants may have presence – the way that corresponds to what Fine calls existing at a time – is by having properties at a time.  Continuants may be present in space by being spread across a region of space, but they have presence in time by having properties at that time; these are the two kinds of presence that Fine has referred to.
The distinction between things that have their properties at a time and things that have their properties atemporally is intuitively pretty robust, but we have to be cautious about making it a formal condition since it is always possible to make atemporal attributions of properties to things that primarily have their properties at a time and vice-versa.  The point is that such possible attributions are all rather artificial and derivative.  That is why I have been saying that continuants primarily have their properties at a time and that non-continuants primarily have their properties atemporally.

One kind of property that is attributed at a time to non-continuant entities like lives or life histories is the property of being located in a certain way in what McTaggart (1908) called the A-series.  Prior’s life is finished, but it was not finished sixty years ago.  There was a time when it was yet to be and then a time when that would not be true of it.  There was a time when his life was unfolding, but it is not unfolding now.  But these are not real changes.  Over the next twenty years Prior’s life will not change even though its A-series properties will change.  McTaggart would have described it as moving twenty years further into the past.  But this is not real movement.  The thing that is moving or changing is our perspective, not Prior’s life.

We may also be able to construct properties that are attributed atemporally to Prior in virtue of properties that are attributed atemporally to his life.  For example, perhaps it is an atemporal property of Prior himself that his is a life of significance in the history of the philosophy of time.  Or we might say of him that it is atemporally true that his year of birth was 1914.  This is a property of him as a continuant, but we do not have to specify a time when he has that property.  Again this does not threaten the distinction between things that primarily have their properties atemporally and things that primarily have their properties at a time.  His year of birth is (atemporally) 1914 in virtue of his life having (atemporally) its start in 1914.
3. What is happening?
We use the progressive aspect of a verb when describing some occurrence from the temporal perspective of its happening even when that perspective is projected into the past or the future, and we use a non-progressive aspect to describe an occurrence from outside of that perspective.
  So in talking about things as happening – that they were happening, are happening or will be happening - I am using the progressive aspect, and in talking about things as having happened or going to have happened I use a non-progressive aspect.   I am using the progressive aspect in saying that I am writing a paper, I was being troubled by nightmares all last night or that I will spend tomorrow flying to the States.  And I am using a non-progressive aspect in saying that I dreamt of confined spaces last night or that I will visit New York soon.
This distinction concerning verb aspects carries over to the nominalisations of verbs.  Consider to begin with the following noun phrases using the progressive aspect:

“What is happening”
“What was happening”

“What will be happening”

“What was/is/will be happening of such and such a kind in such and such a place and at such and such a time”

I shall label this sort of phrase that includes the expression ‘what was (or is or will be) happening’ a progressive occurrent noun phrase.  A specific instance of this sort of noun phrase schema might be the following progressive occurrent definite description:

“What was happening last night at midnight outside the nightclub of a type of fighting between two men,”

For my purposes the key thing to remark about these occurrent progressive definite descriptions is that if they refer to things they refer to things that have their properties at a time and not atemporally.  What was happening last night outside the club was brutal at midnight, but it wasn’t brutal for long; after a few minutes it was just a slanging match.  It was noisy at first and then started generating less noise.  And this applies to any progressive occurrent definite description.  Their referents have their properties at a time and not atemporally.  From this, combined with the account of continuants provided in the previous section, it follows that if such occurrent progressive definite descriptions can refer they can refer to continuants – occurrent continuants.
That these phrases refer to anything is not completely trivial however.  If I ask what is happening over there, the answer is usually not presented as a noun phrase at all.  

“What is happening?  I am writing a paper; two men are fighting; steam is condensing in the kitchen; the coin is spinning on the table; the earth’s atmosphere is warming up.”  
The things that I am actually referring to in this answer are not the happenings at all, but me, the two men, the steam, the coin, the kitchen, the table and the earth’s atmosphere.  
Still, we can use an existential quantifier and say, “There is something that is happening.”  Here what is being quantified over is not the set of people, coins, etc., but the set of processes.  For example we can say:

“Something was happening last night at midnight outside the nightclub of a type of fighting between two men.”

And this can be formalised approximately as follows:

Ǝx(FTx & PTx)  (where “Ftx” is “x is-at-t of a type of fighting between two men” “Ptx” is “x is-at-t happening outside the nightclub”), and “T” is “last night at midnight”.
  

We can apply normal quantificational logic to this without any awkwardness.   For example:

“Something was happening last night outside the club at midnight and I was watching something happening at that time and they were the same process”

This gets formalised roughly as: ƎxƎy((FTx & PTx) & WTy ) & x=y) (where “Wtx” is “I am-at-t watching x”).

And we can demonstratively identify elements of this domain of processes.  For example: 

“This is a process of two men fighting outside the nightclub.”

We can also make identity claims linking such demonstratives and the progressive occurrent definite descriptions I started with.  For example:

“This is what is happening outside the nightclub.”

So, I think it is clear that our use of progressive occurrent definite descriptions fits very easily into existentially quantified ways of speaking in which we are quantifying over and picking out elements in a domain of things that were, are or will be happening. 
 

It is equally clear that these sorts of phrases are used in claims about causal interactions in the world.  And this suggests strongly that the domain of things that were, are or will be happening is a domain of real things – elements of the world.  If the ongoing destruction of the rainforest is contributing to global warming then the thing that is doing the contributing is the thing that is happening - the ongoing destruction of the rainforest.   It is something we might interact with, investigate, perceive, interrupt, or stop.  These causal engagements are only possible with things in reality.  And it is not only the rainforest that we are interacting with; it is its destruction – the ongoing causal process.  Likewise with the fight outside the nightclub, if I can be watching it, it must be some real element of the world.
 
4.  Activity
There is nothing in the argument so far that requires these progressive occurrent definite descriptions to be count noun phrases rather than mass noun phrases.   Although the existential quantifier is often taken to be a count quantifier, ranging over a domain of individual entities and expressible with the word “a”, it can also act as a mass quantifier, ranging over a domain of stuff and expressible with the word “some”.  Consider the sentences:  “There’s gold in them thar hills,” or “There’s whiskey in the jar.” These mean that there is some gold or some whisky; they do not mean that there is at least one gold in the hills or a whisky in the jar.  And this applies across the different quantifiers.  We talk of much gold or a little gold, not many golds or few golds; we talk of more or less gold, not more or fewer golds.  

In the same way the progressive definite descriptions might not refer to individual processes, but refer instead to process stuff or activity.  Consider again the quantified sentence:

“Something was happening last night at midnight outside the nightclub of a type of fighting between two men.”

Instead of saying that the thing that was happening was a particular individual process of fighting, we might say that what was happening was some fighting. The fighting in question is not an individual entity of fighting; it is the activity of fighting.  We might say that whatever it is that is happening there is a lot of it or a little of it.  So if what is happening is steam condensing in the kitchen there may be more or less of that rather than one or more of them.  We say that there is less condensing of steam than we were expecting or a lot of fighting going on last night outside the nightclub.  So the appropriateness of an existentially quantified way of talking when describing what was/is/will be happening using progressive occurrent definite descriptions does not by itself show that we are committed to the existence of particular individuals referred to by these expressions.
Johnson’s characterization of continuants as quoted at the start might apply to stuffs just as well as to particular things - to whisky as a continuant stuff as well as to glasses of whisky as individual continuants - though I am not sure that he meant it to.   Some particular whisky continues to exist through time, during which its intrinsic and relational states may change or continue unaltered.  I might say that the particular whisky in my glass used to be warmer and that it has lost some of its alcohol, that it continues to exist through some period of time, changing in some respects and remaining unchanged in others.  In the same way we might think of some fighting as some continuant activity.  Or we might limit (as I suppose most people in the relevant literature do) the idea of continuants to individual continuants.  

But this presents no difficulty.  If there is activity stuff which has its properties at a time primarily then when the activity has the right kind of boundaries there are also activity individuals, which have their properties at a time primarily.  In some cases we can identify stuff without being able to identify countable instances of stuff.  For example, as some particular whisky moves around in the world it can get mixed up with other whisky and lose its boundaries while still existing.  The whisky can no longer be individuated in practice, but it does not stop existing as a result of that.  This cannot happen with countable individuals.  The identity of a countable individual goes with its individuation; the individual does not exist if it cannot be individuated.
  Activity might get mixed up in the same way as whisky lacking robust boundaries while still existing.  This would be the case if the activity was activity of something that itself lacked such boundaries.  So suppose some whisky is evaporating slowly and then gets mixed up with some other whisky.  The initial evaporating of the whisky is still happening, but this evaporating cannot be individuated from the rest of the evaporating.

But in other cases activity is not subject to getting mixed up in the way that whisky evaporating is.  A fight between two men may have very stable boundaries distinguishing it from any other fighting that is going on.  There is no difficulty in counting instances of such fighting.  Other fighting pairs may arrive on the scene, but we can still individuate the original fighting from everything else that is going on.

Acknowledging that our progressive occurrent definite descriptions may often pick out activity stuff rather than individual countable processes is no barrier to thinking of occurrents as continuants.  The conception of our process-talk, which is currently dominant in the philosophical literature treats such talk as involving mass noun phrases rather than count noun phrases, and it links this with the use of the imperfective aspect in describing such activity.
  But it also explicitly rejects the idea of processes as continuants.
  The countable entities that process activity constitutes on this view are temporally extended events – things that have their properties atemporally.  

This is because this view quite wrongly assumes that activity stuff must be temporally extended, and that the only way activity stuff can be bounded is temporally.  This means, as I have been arguing, that this conception takes activity stuff to be stuff that has its properties atemporally rather than at a time.  But there are two quite distinct ways in which there might be more or less fighting.  We can say that the longer the fighting goes on the more of it there will have been.  This is to treat the fighting as temporally extended – activity that has its properties at a time.  But we can also say that the more people who are now fighting the more of it is happening.  If I say that there has been a lot of fighting outside the club lately I can appeal to both these respects in which there can be more or less fighting.  The more people fighting and the longer they are fighting both contribute to the large amount of fighting that has happened.  But if I say that there is a lot of fighting going on outside the club right now I can only appeal to the second of these respects.  Here I am attributing a property (the property of there being  a lot of it) to the activity of fighting  at a time.  It makes no sense to say that the longer it lasts the more of it is now happening.  This means that the occurrent progressive definite descriptions cannot be used to refer to temporally extended activity – to stuff that has its properties atemporally.
5. Keeping track of what is happening
The identification and individuation of the things or activity referred to by the progressive occurrent definite descriptions is grounded in the basic skill of keeping track of these things just as the identification and individuation of concrete objects is. 
  You can watch what is happening, keeping track of it as it changes and develops over time and if you are still watching it after a time you can identify it across time.  
For example, when a coin is spinning on a table, something is happening – the process of that coin’s spinning.  This process can be observed as it is happening.  You may notice it; you can watch it; you can study it; if you are quick enough, you can engage with it experimentally.  As you observe it you keep track of it over time.  In other words you identify it across time.  For example, you can ask whether this is the same process as was set off a few moments ago when someone flicked the coin.  And you can individuate it from other processes of the same type.  If it stops spinning and someone then picks it up and spins it again, its spinning is now a distinct process from the earlier one; so two processes of the same type can be distinguished.  Also the process has properties which change over time.  Perhaps at one moment it was generating a very slight breeze and at another moment it was not.  
With something as long-term as global warming you do not in fact re-identify it by keeping track of it.  But it is nevertheless something that may be re-identified over time; it may be an interesting question whether the global warming that is happening now is the same global warming that was happening a hundred years ago.  You do not see that it is the same process; you work it out.  But what you work out is something that is potentially perceivable through the method of keeping track of it.

This point about keeping track of continuants through the perceptual modes of watching, listening, keeping hold of, keeping in touch with, etc. concerns the epistemology of identifying continuants.  There is also a metaphysical claim that is often made about the identity of continuants.  That is that whatever constitutes the essential nature of the sort of thing it is remains continuously in place from one time when the continuant exists to another time.
  This claim gives form to the vague idea that there must be depth to a substance’s identity; something has an identity in virtue of something.  
If we help ourselves to Aristotle’s definition of a process we can see how the identity of occurrent continuants has just this sort of depth.  For Aristotle (Physics, 201a10-11) a process is the realising of a potentiality for some sort of activity.  If there is such a potentiality and it is being realised then the process of that activity is happening.  So the continued identity of some process consists in the continuous realisation of such a potentiality over time.
Among the vast array of things that were, are or will be happening are actions.  Jones’s buttering the toast is something that was happening in the bathroom at midnight.  Of course we use exactly the same words  - “Jones’s buttering the toast” (or perhaps “Jones’s buttering of the toast”) – to pick out the temporally extended event.  But if we are interested in actions as things that the agent or others can be conscious of then we better be talking about the process or the particular activity as something that has properties at a time – the continuant, not the temporally extended event.
  Being conscious of something is engaging with it at a time – the thing must be present to you.  Only things that primarily have their properties at a time are things that can figure in conscious experience.  For this reason, both the philosophy of action and the philosophy of perception need to take occurrent continuants seriously.
The same goes for the philosophy of causation more generally.  There is a perfectly good question of what is (atemporally) the cause of the 2010 oil spillage in the gulf of Mexico.  The answer is that the explosion on the Deepwater Horizon oil rig is the cause.  But we can ask other questions too.  What in May 2010 was causing the continued leaking of oil into the Gulf?  To answer (or even ask) this question we must be talking about processes as occurrent continuants – things that were happening and had their properties at a time.  And even the event of very limited temporal extension – the explosion itself – had some temporal extension.  There was a short period of time during which an explosion was happening and while it was happening it was causing (at that time, not atemporally) the rupturing of the pipe line.

So it seems that our world is full of these dynamic continuants, and we need to talk about them in order to talk about causing, acting and perceiving.  
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XXX ref to author’s work removed for purposes of blind refereeing.

� Johnson took events to be composed out of occurrents rather than actually being occurrents, but this complication has usually been ignored.


� The claim is not very familiar in the philosophical literature.  But see Galton (2006) as well as XXX.


� What existence at a time amounts to is not spelt out by Fine.  As I said, the proposal is quite abstract.


� Fine also distinguishes (712 fn 9) between episodic events and ongoing events or processes suggesting that the latter may behave more like continuants.  This is precisely the claim I am making in this paper.


� Something may be unchangeable while still be something that has its properties at a time rather than atemporally.  The key thing is whether it belongs to the grammatical category where the question of change can sensibly be raised rather than whether change is a real possibility.


� See, for example, Lewis (1986) and Sider (1997).  The difference between perdurantism and stage-theory exemplified by these two is not important here.


� See, for example, Wasserman (2003).


� See, for example, Lowe (1987) and Haslanger (1989).  The term “adverbialism” is used to describe this position as well as position 4, though it seems more apt for position 4. See Lombard (2003) for a sample of the many defences of adverbialism.


� See, for example, Johnston (1987).


� See Oderberg (2004) for a sustained attack on the idea that a 4-dimensionalist can really account for change.


� I take this to allow me to plough ahead without getting bogged down in these metaphysical arguments against the existence of continuants so understood.  The sort of argument I have in mind is Lewis (2002), urging an unqualified notion of having when we think of an object having a property.  He worries that Bradley’s regress looms otherwise.  But Bradley’s regress looms only if we think of having, whether temporally qualified or not, as itself a relation, and thinking that way looks very much like a blatant category mistake.


� I develop this thought a bit later.


� The distinction between always having a property and having a property atemporally is similar to the distinction in the philosophy of religion between sempiternal (existing forever) and eternal (existing outside of time altogether).


� We have to be a bit careful here.  The point of this paper is to argue that there is something which might also be picked out using the phrase “Prior’s life”, namely the ongoing process of Prior living, which did indeed change from day to day.  In this sense, we might say that Prior’s life became more and more glamorous as he grew up.  I will argue that, in this sense Prior’s life was a continuant.  At this stage I just want to point out that there is a way of thinking of Prior’s life as a completed entity that does not change but has its properties atemporally.


� This is denied by Sider (1997), but defended against Sider by Olsen (2006).


� The progressive aspect is closely related to the continuous aspect.  The continuous aspect is used to describe states from the temporal perspective of their obtaining.  For example, if I say that the book is sitting on the table I am using the continuous aspect.  I am not at all sure whether the progressive and the continuous should be lumped together in this discussion, but in any case I will confine the discussion to the progressive aspect.  The progressive aspect is a species of the imperfective aspect, which is what Mourelatos (1978), and those following him (e.g. Steward 1997, 84 ff.) have been interested in.  But the imperfective includes includes non-progressive assertions concerning habitual behaviour, like: “John eats fish on Fridays”, which are not relevant to my concerns here.





� In this formalisation I am using “T” and “t” as modifications of the copula the in the way explained earlier, though the point here does not actually depend on the probity of this.


� The ‘is’ here is the ‘is’ of identity not of predication as can be seen from the fact that we can reverse the relata without changing the sense of the claim.  “What is happening outside the nightclub is this.”  The previously quoted sentence uses the ‘is’ of predication as can be seen from the fact that we cannot say: “A process of two men fighting outside the nightclub is this.”


� Someone might accept that the way we use these occurrent progressive definite descriptions does commit us to the existence of a category of occurrent continuants, but argue that the way we talk is systematically misleading.  Perhaps the real world is very different and we project a false image of a world of dynamic continuants onto it.  As with any error theory this picture would face an enormous number of challenges and questions and should only be regarded as a last resort if the more intuitive alternative, which must be the default position, were shown to be incoherent or somehow invalidated by science.


� David Wiggins (1980, 71 ff.) makes clear that identification is possible without counting necessarily being possible.  He cites Frege’s Foundations of Arithmetic (section 54) in support: “Only a concept which isolates what falls under it in a definite manner, and which does not permit any arbitrary division of it into parts, can be a unit relative to a finite number.” (Frege, 1950 edition, 66).


� The case is more complicated if the fight turns into a free for all brawl.  In this case it is less clear that the original process of the two men fighting is still happening.


� See Mourelatos (1978), Taylor (1985), Steward (1997) and Crowther (2011),


� See especially Steward (forthcoming).


� Strawson (1959, ch. 1), Wiggins (1980, 25 ff.) and Evans (1982, 174-5) reject the Humean tradition in which the fundamental skill that enables one to identify continuants is to see similarities and continuities between different objects.   So they argue against the idea that we identify an object by observing relationships between different object-stages.  Instead the ability to keep track of one and the same object through space may be the basic skill which enables one to identify continuants.  Tracking is a perceptual skill.


� This idea in some form may be attributed to Locke in his Essay Concerning Human Understanding Book 2, chapter 27


� Note that Anscombe’s practical self-knowledge is a form of consciousness (Anscombe 1957 11 ff.).  When acting intentionally you are conscious of what you are doing, though not through observation, according to Anscombe.
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