
_e Dynamics of Disagreement in Metaphysics

John M. Bunke

Joint Session of theMind Association and the Aristotelian Society

July 2020

1 Introduction

- _is paper proposes a newway of thinking about disagreements in ûrst-ordermeta-
physics.

- _is account begins with the idea that some rival metaphysical theses, such as en-
durnatism and perdurantism (two accounts of howmaterial objects persist through
time), are not rival theories, nor are they diòerent languages, but are instead alter-
native explanatory schemes.

⋅ Endurantism: any object O persists through an interval of time from t0 to tn
just in case O is wholly located at each moment from t0 to tn

⋅ Perdurantism: any object O persists through an interval of time from t0 to tn
just in case O has a temporal part located at each moment from t0 to tn

- It is generally assumed that at most one theory (of a phenomenon) can be correct
and that no language is really the single “correct” one to use in speaking about philo-
sophical phenomenon. But more than one explanatory scheme can be correct in the
sense of providing resources to explain the phenomenon in question.

- _e upshot of viewing endurantism and perdurantism as explanatory schemes is
that the disagreement between proponents of such theses is neither straightfor-
wardly factual nor amerely verbal confusion.

2 Two Extant Accounts of the Debate about Persistence

- Monistic realism: Rival metaphysical theses are alternative theories of the phe-
nomenon of persistence (e.g. Fine 2001; Sider 2011). _is view entails that at most
one of endurantism and perdurantism may be true.

- For monistic realism, disagreement between perdurantists and endurantists is
straightforward factual disagreement, like that over what caused the extinction of
the dinosaurs.

- De�ationism: Rival metaphysical theses are alternative languages, and no language
is objectively preferable to any other (e.g. Hirsch 2010; _omasson 2015). _is view
says that neither endurantism nor perdurantism is really “correct” in any robust
sense, since what is correct will depend on which language you speak.

- For de�ationism, the debate about persistence is a merely verbal dispute, like that
over whether a “football” is spherical.

- Neither of these accounts of thenature of disagreement inmetaphysics is right, how-
ever, or so I claim. We need a better account of the nature ofmetaphysical disagree-
ment.

3 Explanatory Schemes

- My proposal, which I’ll refer to as pluralistic realism, is that we treat rival meta-
physical theses such as endurantism and perdurantism, as distinct explanatory
schemes. If we do so, then both endurantism and perdurantism can be (genuinely)
correct, unlike the other two views, on which neither is correct, or at most one of
them is correct.

- I don’t have a deûnition of the notion of an explanatory scheme but the idea is
roughly that it is the materials—perhaps theories, technical terms, the properties
and relations named by those terms—that generate explanations.

- And Iwon’t havemuch speciûc to say about explanation, except that I am assuming
something that is held in common by most models of scientiûc explanation: “that
it is possible for a set of claims to be true, accurate, supported by evidence, and so
on and yet [be] unexplanatory” (Woodward 2014).

- In general,multiple explanations of a single phenomenon can be correct, provided
that each is drawn from its own scheme. I think that there are some plausible ex-
amples of this, but no example is uncontroversial.

- One type of example is an explanation of an event of human behavior in neurobio-
logical terms and in folk-psychological terms. Wemight explain Robert’s turning of
a door-knob in terms of physiological changes in his muscles, chemical changes in
his brain, the ûring of certain neurons, and so on. Or wemight explain it by point-
ing out that the class he is teaching this semester is located in this room at this time
and that he wants to be on time for class. Here, folk psychology and neurobiology
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are distinct explanatory schemes which may both generate correct explanations of
a single token event.

- Another sort of example: we explain why something is a certain way either by ap-
peal to the role it was designed to play in a larger mechanism or by appeal to the
nature of the parts that make it up. For instance, we could explain why a segment
of computer code produces a certain output by describing the role it is designed to
play in a larger program, or we might explain this by stating what the input is and
what sequence of operations are performed on that input as the code runs.

4 Endurantism and Perduantism as Explanatory Schemes

- My claim is that perdurantism and endurantism can be fruitfully thought of as dis-
tinct explanatory schemes, despite the fact that they do not appear this way on ûrst
glance. (Note that folk psychology and neurobiology also appear to be rival theories
of the phenomenon of human behavior.)

- I’m going to use a couple of examples to illuminate the relationship that I see be-
tween endurantism and perdurantism.

- Imagine thatAllison puts a hotmug of coòee on her desk at t1. At t2, a “secondmug”
of coòee appears next to it, identical in every way except that the coòee it contains
is lukewarm. At t3, “the original” mug of coòee—which by now has cooled to luke-
warm temperature—disappears, leaving only the “second”mug,whose coòee is cold
by t4. (Let’s also suppose that this sort of thing occurs regularly.)

- Perdurantist: _ere is one, four-dimensional, mug of coòee. It has two temporal
parts: one, from t1 to t3, has coòee in it that goes from hot to lukewarm as time
passes; the second part, located from t2 to t4 (and beyond), has coòee in it that goes
from lukewarm to cold. _e temporal parts of the “original mug” just before it dis-
appears at t3 are causally related to the temporal parts of the “secondmug” just a�er
t2. At t3, themug does something akin to traveling back in time, to t2.

- Endurantist: coòeemugs are three-dimensional objects, so between t2 and t3, there
are in fact two mugs on Allison’s desk. One just pops into existence and happens to
have the exact temperature of coòee in it at t2 that the original mug will have at t3.
At t3, the ûrst mug then pops out of existence.

- _e explanations (of, e.g., the event at t3) that are enabled by the perdurantist de-
scription of the phenomena are superior to those enabled by the endurantist de-
scription. _ere seem, for instance, to be fewer unexplained facts in the former.

- But it’s also not accurate to say that endurantism is incompatible with the (logical)
possibility of time travel. _ere is an endurantist description of these phenomena

that is perfectly true (given the facts of the case)—it just doesn’t generate explana-
tions that are as satisfying as the perdurantist account.

- _ere are also phenomena which the endurantist is better equipped to explain. For
instance, many have complained that perdurantism “cannot account for (genuine)
change” (or something similar) because it assimilates change to the exempliûcation
of distinct properties by diòerent spatial parts of an object.

- But theperdurantist response is that they dohave an account of change: what change
is is variation in properties among diòerent temporal parts of a single object. Again,
though, the perdurantist explanation of why the ûre poker is cold at 11pm though it
was hot at 10pm (when it was taken out of the ûre), though true, is less satisfactory.

- I claim that there is a single, large-scale phenomenon here—namely, the persis-
tence (behavior) of material objects. Some aspects of this phenomenon are better
explained by one or the other scheme.

- Notice also that the schemes are rivals because the explanations they generate can-
not be conjoined, on pain of entailing some contradictions. For example, the tempo-
ral part ofmy shoewaswet ûveminutes ago (true),which entails that somematerial
objects have temporal parts. But endurantism entails that shoes do not have tem-
poral parts because they are only extended in space. So, there are, and aren’t, some
material objects which have temporal parts.

5 Metaphysical Disagreement: Neither Factual Nor Verbal

- _e result of adopting the pluralistic realist view is that instead of being forced to say
that endurantists and perdurantists are either engaged in a straightforward factual
dispute or that they are talking past each other, we can say that their disagreement
is genuine though not straightforwardly factual.

- Disagreements like this are sometimes referred to as “faultless disagreements” (e.g.
Kölbel 2004), though this terminology leaves something to be desired. Instead, I’ll
use the expression complex disagreement,which contrastswith simple factual dis-
agreement andmerely verbal disagreement.

- I’ll close with some speculative remarks on how the view that metaphysical theses
are explanatory schemes can lead to a view ofmetaphysical disputes as complex dis-
agreements.

- Consider, to start:

(1) It is raining.

(2) It is not raining.
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- Following the general approachofKaplan (1977),we can treat the content of anutter-
ance of (1) as a function from a “circumstance of evaluation”—which is an ordered
pair of world and location—to a truth-value. _e content of (1) will take a world–
location pair to 1 (truth) iò it is raining in that location in that world (I’m ignoring
time for simplicity).

- Equivalently, we can think of the content of an utterance of (1) as the set of world–
location pairs which that function evaluates to 1. _inking of the content of (1)
this way allows us to see that the content of (2)—a diòerent set of world–location
pairs—is in fact disjoint with the content of (1) (no world–location pair appears in
both sets). _us, the content of (1) and the content of (2) are logically incompatible.

- Whenwe evaluate utterances of (1) and (2) for truth in context, at most one of these
utterances can be true, provided that the two speakers are in the same location. (_e
circumstance of evaluation in this case is the pair consisting of theworld of the con-
text and the location of the context, since there are no intensional operators present
to shi� these parameters.)

- If the speakers of (1) and (2) are in diòerent locations, however—as in a long-distance
phone call—thenwhile there is a sense inwhich they are disagreeing (since they are
uttering logically incompatible contents), there is also a sense in which they are
making compatible assertions, since the utterances are evaluated for truth relative
to diòerent locations. Perhaps it is raining in the location of the agent who utters
(1) though it is not raining where the speaker of (2) is located. In that case, both
speakers would be correct—each would be saying something true.

- Now consider:

(3) Material objects have temporal parts.

(4) Material objects do not have temporal parts.

- I propose treating an explanatory scheme as an element of the circumstance of eval-
uation, aswe didwith location above, thus assigning contents to (3) and (4) that are
sets of ordered pairs of a world and an explanatory scheme. (As with location, the
scheme of the circumstance of evaluation defaults to the scheme of the context of
utterance.)

- _en, although (3) and (4) would be assigned logically incompatible contents (i.e.,
disjoint sets), speakers who uttered (3) and (4) would be saying things which could
both be true if they are in contexts where diòerent explanatory schemes are oper-
ative. If, on the other hand, (3) and (4) are uttered in contexts in which the same
scheme is operative, then at most one of the utterances is true.
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