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Choose your own metaphysical adventure:
Composition and co-location.	
  

Is there a coffee mug on the table?	
  
Yes, obviously!	
  

No.	
  

Proceed to page 2	
  

Okay, is there some clay on the table?	
  
Nope.	
  

Yup!	
  

Okay, is there a group or collection or
quantity of atoms on the table?	
  

Nope.	
  

Yes	
  

Uh-oh. You’re flirting with a version of the just-matter
theory. In order to remain philosophically respectable
you’d better answer the following question: In virtue of
what is Nina warranted in making assertions like, “My
grandmother used to own that mug.” And keep in mind
that that quantity of clay (or group of atoms, or whatever)
is different than any quantity of clay (or group of atoms)
that was even in Nina’s grandmother’s kitchen. (The clay
on the table has some stains on it that just appeared in the
last month, and it is missing some pieces along the bottom
that were just chipped off in the last year, and so on.)	
  

Oh lord. Surely you at least think that
there are atoms on the table, right?	
  

No.	
  
As philosophers, we don’t say this
very often. But: you’re crazy.	
  

Of course.	
  

Okay. So you’re a true blue nihilist about composite objects. In order to remain
philosophically respectable you’d better answer the following question: In virtue
of what are we warranted in making assertions like: “that mug has whales about
it”. And don’t you dare start talking about groups or quantities or collections of
atoms. You just said that such things don’t exist.	
  

Page 2
Now that we’re all agreed that there is a mug on the table…is there also
some clay on the table?	
  

Yup. There’s a mug and
there’s some clay.	
  

Nope. Just the
mug.	
  

Proceed to page 3	
  

Huh. Okay, so if I were to smash the
mug, would some clay suddenly pop
into existence?	
  

Obviously.	
  

No.	
  

You’re being so crazy that philosophers
don’t have a name for your position.
Are you serious? If I smashed the mug
there would be nothing on the table?	
  

Interesting. You’re exhibiting tendencies common to takeover theorists. But isn’t your view horribly anthropocentric?
Consider someone, we’ll call him “Iain”, who is also a
take-over theorist and who has a very serious caffeine
addition. He doesn’t care whether something is a mug or a
lump of clay or a sousaphone. All he cares about is
whether it currently contains some caffeine. So he sorts
objects according to whether they are caffeine-holders or
non-caffeine-holders. Iain thinks that if we took the mug
on the table an filled it with coffee, we would bring a new
object into existence. You disagree. You think that the very
same object would still be there. Do you really think that
one of you is right and one of you is wrong?	
  

Page 3
Now that we’re all agreed that there is a mug and some clay on the table…do you think the mug and the clay are
the same thing?	
  

Yup. The mug is identical to the clay	
  
No. They are two different things.	
  
Congratulations! You’ve decided to give up on the
indiscernibility of identicals. After all, the mug and the
clay have different properties. (For instance, the clay
existed before the mug.) Please explain to the rest of
us what is means for x and y to be identical if it
doesn’t mean that everything that is true of x is also
true of y.	
  

Okay. You’ve just endorsed cohabitation.
But now you’ve got some explaining to do.
In particular, you had better tell us what
explains the differences between the mug
and the clay. To start with, why don’t you
tell us what explains the temporal
differences between the mug and the clay
(e.g. the fact that the clay existed before
the mug.	
  
Facts about other temporal
parts of the mug and the clay.	
  
Nothing. It’s just
a brute fact.	
  

Well, at least you’re being honest. But if you’re willing to
posit brute facts like these, where do you stop?
And anyway, you still have to proceed to page 4.	
  

Ah, a temporal parts theorist in our midst. Didn’t
Quine ever tell you that simplicity is a virtue?
And do you really believe that the things that we
interact with are continually disappearing, only
to be replaced by very similar, but different,
things? When Nina points to the mug and says
“my grandmother owned that”, is she making a
claim about a mug, or just about a part of a
mug?
And anyway, temporal parts don’t seem to do
much good. You still have to proceed to page 4.	
  

Page 4
Imagine some other mug, call it Mugliath, and some other clay, call it Bunchl. Mugliath and Bunchl come into
existence at the same time, are co-located for as long as they exist, and then go out of existence at the same time.
Are Mugliath and Bunchl the same thing?	
  

Yup. Mugliath is identical to Bunchl.	
  
Nope. They are two
different things.	
  
Congratulations! You’ve decided to give up on the
indiscernibility of identicals. After all, Mugliath and
Bunchl different properties. (For instance, Bunchl
could survive being smashed. Mugliath could not.)
Please explain to the rest of us what is means for x
and y to be identical if it doesn’t mean that
everything that is true of x is also true of y.	
  

Okay. You’ve just endorsed cohabitation.
But now you’ve got some explaining to
do. In particular, you had better tell us
what explains the differences between
Mugliath and Bunchl. For instance,
what explains the fact that Bunchl
could survive being smashed but
Mugliath could not.	
  

Nothing. It’s just
a brute fact.	
  

Well, at least you’re being honest.
But if you’re willing to posit brute
facts like these, where do you stop?	
  

Facts about Mugliath and
Bunchl’s counterparts in
other possible worlds.	
  
Woah. You’ve just started talking about other possible
worlds. Are we supposed to take you seriously? There are
other worlds out there besides the actual world? Please
explain to us what sorts of things these other worlds are, and
how we come to know anything about them. And by the
way, haven’t you grossly violated the Quinean maxim to
keep your ontology as simple as possible?	
  

