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1 Introduction

- I’mgoing to outline 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.

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

2 Disagreement about Persistence

- One debate in ûrst-ordermetaphysics concerns the question of how ordinarymate-
rial objects, such as a shoe,move through time, that is, how they persist. Two such
theses are:

⋅ 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

- Recentdiscussion of themethodology and goals ofmetaphysicshas beendominated
by two starkly diòerent points of view, one of which I will refer to as extraordinary
realism—see, e.g., Fine (2001), Schaòer (2009), and Sider (2011)—who argue that

rival metaphysical theses, such as endurantism and perdurantism, are alternative
theories of the phenomenon of persistence.

- _e other approach Iwill call de�ationism—see, e.g.,Hirsch (2010) and_omasson
(2007, 2015). On this approach, rival metaphysical theses are not alternative theories
but alternative languages.

- In favor of the extraordinary realist view, onwhich there is a single correct language
whichwe ought to usewhen doing metaphysics—namely, the language that “carves
nature at its joints” (Sider 2011, Chapter 1)—is that endurantism and perdurantism
give the appearance of being rival theories.

- For instance, they seem like alternative theories of persistence, just as one might
have two competing theories about the mechanism by which coniferous trees re-
produce. In both cases it appears that at most one theory can be correct.

- _e de�ationist contends, in counterpoint, that it can seem as though endurantism
and perdurantism are just two diòerent ways of characterizing “the same facts,” in
some sense. For instance,Hirsch (2009) claims that we can translate true sentences
asserted in the endurantist mode into true sentences asserted in the perdurantist
mode, and vice versa. So, for example, claims about the temporal part of my le�
shoe 5 minutes ago are reconûgured into assertions about how things were with my
le� shoe 5 minutes ago.

- Whether or not this idea can be fully speciûed in a satisfactory way is an open ques-
tion, but my concern is not with evaluating the viability of de�ationism but with
sketching the dialectic.

3 Metaphysical _eses as Explanatory Schemes

- An explanatory scheme is something like a package of theories, technical terms, and
the properties and relations they name, that generates explanations. _e idea is that
schemes provide thematter out of which an explanation is constructed.

- I don’t want to endorse any strong claims about what an explanation is. I will only
assume “that it is possible for a set of claims to be true, accurate, supported by ev-
idence, and so on and yet [be] unexplanatory” (Woodward 2014); I won’t oòer an
account of what distinguishes successful explanations from unsuccessful ones.1

- _ere are plenty of true statements which provide answers to why-questions, but
which are intuitively unexplanatory. Consider, for instance, the classic case of an
explanation of the height of the �agpole in terms of the height of its shadow.

1 Woodward does not endorse this claim but does note that “most models of [scientiûc] explanation” assume that it is true (Woodward 2014, §1).
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- _emotivating thought behind this proposal is that, given some phenomenon to be
explained,more than one distinct explanation may be genuinely correct.

- I think that there are some plausible examples of this, but no example is uncontro-
versial.

- For instance, wemight think that explanations of human behavior in neurobiolog-
ical terms and explanations of the same behavior in folk-psychological terms. For
instance, I might 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 I might explain it by pointing 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.

- Another possible set of examples include explanations of the “behavior” (broadly
construed) of objects in virtue of the kind of stuò that makes them up and expla-
nations of their behavior in virtue of their manner of internal organization. For in-
stance, a wooden grandfather clock chimes on the hour. _is noise-making behav-
ior is to be explained bymentioning the parts of the clock mechanism and perhaps
also the intentions of the clock-maker. If we light the clock on ûre, on the other
hand, the noises it makes then (crackling and creaking) are to be explained by ap-
peal instead to the chemical composition of the clock. It is what material the parts
aremade of, not their functional roles, that is important.

- In cases like these the correctness of one sort of explanation does not preclude the
correctness of the other, since they are generated by distinct explanatory schemes
and one need not restrict oneself to only employing explanations generated by one
scheme.

- My claim, then, is that perdurantism and endurantism can be fruitfully thought to
be distinct explanatory schemes, despite the fact that they do not appear this way
on ûrst glance.

3.1 _e Time-Traveling Mug

- One day Allison puts amug of hot coòee on her desk as she sits down to work 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 lukewarm temperature—disappears, leaving only the “second”
mug, whose coòee is cold by t4. Let’s also suppose that this sort of thing is a regular
occurrence in Allison’s world.

- One explanation of this series of events is that there is onemug of coòee in question
and it is a four-dimensional object. It can be divided into two temporal parts: one
part, from t1 to t3, has coòee in it that goes from hot to lukewarm as time passes; the
second temporal part, located from t2 to t4 (and beyond), has coòee in it that goes
from lukewarm to cold as time passes. _e temporal parts of the “original mug”
just before it disappears at t3 seem to be causally related to the temporal parts of the
“second mug” just a�er t2. So, we say that at t3, the mug “travels back in time,” to
t2.2

- Another explanation of these events is that between t2 and t3, there are in fact two
mugs on Allison’s desk (because coòee mugs are three-dimensional things). One
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 ûrst explanation—the one using perdurantist resources—is superior to the sec-
ond one, I think. It leaves fewer facts unexplained, for one thing.

- But I’m not sure it’s quite right to say, as wemight if we considered endurantism to
be a theory of persistence, that endurantism is incompatible with the (logical) pos-
sibility of time travel. _ere is an endurantist description of the phenomenon that
is perfectly true—it just isn’t as explanatory as the perdurantist account.

3.2 _e Cooling Fire Poker

- _ere will also be phenomena for which the endurantist explanation will be supe-
rior. For instance, a common criticismofperdurantismis that itprovides anunsatis-
fying account of change because “variation of a poker’s temperaturewith timewould
simply mean that there were diòerent temperatures at diòerent positions along the
poker’s time-axis. But this . . . would no more be a change in temperature than a
variation of temperature along the poker’s length would be” (Geach 1965, 304).

- Wemight be tempted to say that perdurantism cannot account for the phenomenon
of change, if we thought of perdurantism as a theory. But the perdurantist can re-
spond that she does indeed have a perfectly good account of change: what change is
is variation in properties among diòerent temporal parts of a single object.

- It is better, I think, to construe this as a debate between two diòerent ways of ex-
plaining, e.g., why at 11pm the poker is not hot, even though it was hot at 10pm
(when it was taken out of the ûre), instead of trying to characterize it as a dispute
between two competing theories.

- In other words, I think that both endurantism and perdurantism can describe both
2 _e term “time travel” may not be strictly speaking appropriate here, hence the scare quotes.
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scenarios, but in each case, one or the other of these characterizations is unexplana-
tory.

4 Conclusion

- What would follow, if this approach is on the right track?

- It seems that certain phenomena can be better explained using the perdurantist
scheme while others are better explained using the endurantist scheme; and on the
view I’m proposing, we can rest content with that state of aòairs.

- Both are productive explanatory schemes, since both can generate satisfying expla-
nations of some of the relevant phenomena. _ere’s no pressure anymore to say that
we must choose between them. One will be better at explaining certain facts about
material objects, or certain sorts of cases,while the otherwill be better at explaining
other facts.

- Given a scenario that we would like to explain, one schememay be correct (by pro-
viding a better explanation than alternatives). But there’s no pressure here to then
choose either endurantism or perdurantism as a general matter—there’s simply no
need to do so, and such a stancewould incur the cost of precluding one frommaking
use of valuable explanatory resources.

- _is approach also opens up the possibility of treating some disagreements between
perdurantists and endurantists as “faultless disagreements” (e.g. Kölbel 2004), touse
a common (though perhaps misleading) expression.

- Metaphysical disagreements about, for instance, whether any material objects have
temporal parts, would come out a bit like disagreements about whether Brussels
sprouts are tasty or not.

- I don’t have the time to discuss speciûcs here, but one mechanism for achieving
this result would be to treat explanatory schemes as contextual parameters. (I want
to remain neutral at this point between semantic theories that would add schemes
as parameters of the circumstance of evaluation (cf. Kaplan 1977) and approaches
inspired by “assessment sensitive” semantics (e.g. MacFarlane 2014).)

- My focus today has merely been on the idea of treating metaphysical theses as ex-
planatory schemes, rather than on the semantic implementation of this idea.
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