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Dissertation Abstract

Things, Places, and Possibilities: Metaphysical Essays

My dissertation is concerned with a general issue in contemporary metaphysics: given that the
material world is located in spacetime, how is the mereological structure of the material world
related to that of spacetime? Is it metaphysically necessary that these structures perfectly align,
or is it possible that they somehow mismatch? If they need not align, what sorts of disparities are
possible? And, what, if anything, would any of this reveal about the nature of reality?

I address whether certain kinds of disparities—which haven’t been discussed or even enter-
tained in the literature—are possible, and discuss a few things we can learn from them about
other debates in metaphysics. The sorts of mismatches I’m interested in are concerned with
whether the mereological relations on some material objects and the mereological relations on
the regions of spacetime at which those objects are exactly located may fail to mirror one another.
Consider parthood, for instance. Is it possible that the exact location of a material thing, x, be
part of the exact location of a material thing, y, but that x not be part of y? Or is it possible that
x be part of y but that x’s exact location not be part of y’s exact location? For another example,
consider composition. Is it possible that the exact locations of some material things compose the
exact location of a material object, but that those things fail to compose that object? Or is it pos-
sible that some material things compose a material object, but that those things’ exact locations
fail to compose that object’s exact location?

These kinds of disparities—call them mirroring disparities—are not only more puzzling but also
more general than others recently discussed by metaphysicians. The literature has concentrated
on whether the mereological structure of a material object and that of its exact location may fail
to correspond to one another. For instance, could an atomic material object (one with no proper
parts) be exactly located at a non-atomic region, or a non-atomic object at an atomic region?
Could a gunky material object (one with parts all the way down) be exactly located at a non-
gunky region, or a non-gunky object at a gunky region? These sorts of mismatches focus solely
on the mereological structure of a single material object and that of its exact location. By contrast,
mirroring disparities focus on the mereological relations that may hold among any arbitrary
plurality of material objects and among those objects’ exact locations. So the kinds of mismatches
that the literature has concentrated on are special cases of mirroring disparities.

I argue that the possibility of mirroring disparities follows from minimal and otherwise plau-
sible assumptions about the nature of both mereological relations and relations of spatiotemporal
location, together with a particularly weak and precisely stateable principle of modal recombi-
nation. This is in fact the main line of argument that has been offered in the literature for the
possibility of any kind of mismatch between the merelogical structures of the material world and
spacetime. And since there’s no non-ad hoc way to constrain the argument so that the possibility
of only certain kinds of mismatch follows, it’s hard to resist the possibility of mirroring dispar-
ities. For one would not only have to reject either the relevant combinatorial principle or one
of the assumptions in place about mereology and location (neither of which, incidentally, is as
attractive an option as one might think). One would also thereby undermine the main argument
for the possibility of any kind of mismatch between the mereological structures of the material
world and spacetime. That might be OK if one thinks that it’s necessary that these structures
perfectly align. But then the question is: what explains this seemingly brute necessity?

I also discuss a few consequences of accepting the possibility of mirroring disparities for other
debates in metaphysics. I suggest, for instance, that they afford a version of endurantism that is
compatible with unrestricted composition across time, and on which diachronic change may be
explained without appeal to distributional properties or temporally indexed properties or instan-
tiation. This version of endurantism is thus immune to both Sider’s argument from vagueness
and Lewis’ argument from temporary intrinsics for temporal parts. Another important conse-
quence: I argue that mirroring mismatches allow for worlds where composition is vague but
where existence, identity, and cardinality are not vague. This suggests a new way of defend-
ing vague composition against influential objections. More generally, it clarifies the connection
between vagueness of mereology and vagueness of logic: the former doesn’t require the latter.
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