CONTINGENT MATERIALISM

BY

DAVID J. COLE and ROBERT FOELBER

IN the neo-classical formulations of J. J. C. Smart,
U. T. Place, and D. M. Armstrong,' materialism was defended as a contingent
doctrine. We are material objects, physical organisms, so the theory went, but
this is a purely contingent fact. We could have been some other sort of thing,
perhaps even immaterial spirits. But many data support the hypothesis that ¥e

are in fact material. Of late, however, the idea that materialism could be contir

genily true has been repudiated by a number of materialists (c.g. Bernard Wik
liams and Wallace Matson)* and others (e.g. Saul Kripke and Alvin Planting)

According to the new breed of materialist, our materiality is an essential featre
of ourselves. Metalinguistic

sons) are material objects” is

. : ‘ necessarily true. This necessity is however com-
patible with materialism bein

g a scientific hypothesis, supported by evidence:
;athe‘):!man st Y ,be“f"‘“' analytic. Metaphysical necessity and cpisle_m{f
P"_Ihe‘;lrtg “r:ilil;sgtbe d:lsnngmshed: necessary truths can be discovered, a posterion:
: popularity of essentialis A terialists

and immaterialists is dye % m as to substance among both ma

identi iy .

sinfl(;?i::riine c;::“y' In mlculm. the acceptance of the doctrine of the neces*
to contin emt‘yde L contingent materialism, with its apparent commitment
then the %onn'in 5o unatractive to many philosophers. If Jones just is his bod¥
Eent materialist seems to be committed to holding that for S0

material x (Jones’ bog i
St ¥), Jones = : : ble
‘dc“mFISlatemems L 1xf bu; contingently so; but this is imposs!

contingent materialism cap

ton of the coherence of contingent identity.

I

- Essential materialism, 3 gocrs
Physical dt;c:rine of about human persons, follows from the more

substance essentialism ( P):

ally, the new thesis is that the proposition “we (per- |

recent developments in the theories of referes®: :

be embraced independently of the acceptance Of rejc ‘

0031-5621/84/0100.007450% |

CONTINGENT MATERIALISM 5

(P): Anything is necessarily material if possibly material, (and hence
necessarily immaterial if possibly immaterial).

If essential materialism is correct, (P) is true of persons; essential materialism
is equivalent to the conjunction of (P) and a proposition to the effect that human
beings are in fact (and hence possibly) material. It cannot be denied that the
doctrine of substance essentialism has a certain plausibility. A piece of wood,
€.g., just is a particular collection of cellulose and other molecules. What some-
thing consists of just is the thing, and is not something which can cease to exist
while the composed entity persists. Substance essentialism is taken so much for
granted by essential materialists (and essential immaterialists, such as Alvin Plan-
tinga)* that it is rarely explicitly argued for. An exception to this is Bernard
Williams, who advances several arguments for substance essentialism, which we
shall discuss in this paper. Despite Williams’ defense, it is our contention that
substance essentialism is false. Even if, as we agree, human beings are in fact,
and thus possibly, wholly material, that they might have been or might become
immaterial cannot be ruled out a priori.

Substance essentialism is a complex view which can, using possible world
terminology, be resolved into two sub-principles:

(P1) If x is material (immaterial) in any world w, then x is material
(immaterial) for the entirety of its existence in w.

In other words, P1 is the thesis that it is impossible for a thing to be material
at one time and then to change to become immaterial, or to be immaterial and
then to become material. Once material, always material.

P1, however, is consistent with there being an object which is material in fact
but which is immaterial in another possible world. P1 just rules out change of

substance type. Contingency of substance type is ruled out by another sub-prin-
Ciple P2:

(P2) If x is material (1mmaterial) at the first moment it exists in any world w,
then x is material ( immaterial) at the first moment it exists in all possible worlds
n which it exists.

That 1s, if a thing is “born” material (or immaterial), it is necessarily “born”
Material (immaterial). P2 expresses what might be called “genetic sybs{al?ce
ssentialism”. P1 and P2 conjoined are equivalent to substance essentialism sim-
Pliciter, p

Our critique of substance essentialism will focus on P1, the thesis, as applied
10 persons, that it is impossible that a person should be material at one time of
his existence and then undergo some sort of transformation and become imma-
terial. We believe that such a transformation is a conceptual possibility, and a
VEry interesting one, and in this paper we will defend this claim by providing a
consistent description of just such a metamorphosis, and then, in section III, by
cMtically examining Williams® arguments for P1.
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i

In this section we wish then to give a scenario of a transformation of a human
being from the state of being material at some time to being immaterial at some
later time. We are certainly not arguing that human beings can in fact become
immaterial, but the failure is ontological, not conceptual (we strongly suspect
that in the actual world there is no immaterial substance). “Transubstantiation”,
in this sense, is a conceptual, if not a real, possibility. That there is in fact 10
immaterial substance, and hence no such transubstantiation, is a reasonable
hypothesis, but not more: it is not provable a priori.

In describing the transformation we will make some assumptions in supposing
both poles of the transformation coherent. First, materialism. We assume that it
is possible for some material objects to think, be conscious, etc. Some material
objects could have mental states. We share this assumption with Williams and
other materialists.

It seems reasonable to hold that if human beings are material, it is in virtue of
properties of the central nervous system that they can think. And it is reasonable
to hold that the properties relevant to thinking, having ideas, sensations and
feelings, etc., are causal properties governing transitions between states of the
central nervous system. Other properties of the nervous system, such as the color
of neurons, the energy consumed and reactions involved in neural discharge, and
the chemical composition of synaptic transmitters, etc., are non-essential as far
as mental processes are concerned—other substances with the same functional
properties wou!d ‘do as well. Of course, it isn't yet known just what those prop-
erties are, and it is surely a marvelous thing that “mere” neural activity has the
2 * which it has ‘Sl.lb_?ectwely, when “seen from the inside”, as it were.
mﬂsﬁﬁimﬂ?m is tha(_ the notion of immaterial substance makes Seﬂfi'l
i theal issue in the arguments for essential maie‘nahsm whic

i °f (il there could be no substance other than material substance,
essential materialism would be trivially true).

Our conception of immaterial substance may be slightly different from some

traditional accounts. Immaterial obj :
erties such as extension Jects are understood to have no physical proP”

(size, shape, dimensionality), mass, density or location-

s

CONTINGENT MATERIALISM 77

neurons and the like. When these parts interact in certain ways, the whole is
conscious. Similarly, immaterial substance might exist in discrete units which
might interact in such ways that the resultant totality was a mind. It would be as
improper to attribute a mental predicate to any individual immaterial part of such
an immaterial system as it would be to attribute such a predicate to a single
neuron (or transistor) in a material thinking system.>

In holding that immaterial substance need not think, we do not thereby render
it propertyless and hence unintelligible. We postulate that immaterial substance
has the functional properties which render it capable, when appropriately orga-
nized, of supporting thought; but at the same time we suppose that this substance
is not matter, for it is not in space, and the traditional sciences of matter are not
applicable to it. But we certainly embrace the possibility that there be a full-
fledged natural science of immaterial substance, investigating its nature by empir-
ical means—a cognitive science. Depending upon the extent and nature of the
interaction of material and immaterial substance, discussed below, this science
might be advanced only by someone who was immaterial himself, or perhaps
also by someone who was material, via the interactions with matter. In any case,
as we have mentioned, the precise nature of immaterial substance (other than that
it lacks the physical properties of mass, size, etc.) is not at issue in the arguments
against contingent materialism which concern us here. Those arguments grant
the possibility of immaterial substance, but conclude essential materialism is
correct nevertheless.

Our third and last assumption is that the idea of interaction between material
and immaterial substance is coherent. As in the case of the interaction of fun-
damental particles, there may be no explanation of how the interaction occurs.
But the lack of understanding of a mechanism does not impugn the consistency
of supposing there to be causal interaction. And it seems clear that material/
immaterial interaction is straightforwardly amenable to a Humean causal account
in terms of constant conjunction of events. And it is also amenable to a stronger
account in terms of necessary connection.

The above metaphysical assumptions provide the framework for the following
scenario of a material-to-immaterial metamorphosis. Let us suppose that John is
a material object, a human being. But a certain portion of John’s brain, D, has
become diseased and malfunctions so that John, a chemist, forgets what he once
knew about chemistry. However, some immaterial substance, H, comes to inter-
act causally with John's brain. Events in John’s brain cause changes in the states
of H, and H events cause changes in the states of John's brain. Let us suppose
that H will behave functionally in just the manner that D did before it became
dysfunctional. H now plays the same role in John's mental activity that D formerly
did. The result is that John regains his former knowledge of chemistry. A portion
of John's memory is preserved in immaterial substance.

If consciousness can be viewed as a macro feature of certain objects resulting
from various causal interactions between the object’s parts, it does not matter
What the parts are made of so long as the relevant causal relations exist. Moreover,
the parts need not be homogeneous in their nature. Hybridization is possible.

US it is conceivable that scientists could construct a memory unit composed
of electronic neuron analogues which duplicates the causal properties of “flesh
and blood™ neurons, or clumps of them. When the memory unit is implanted in
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someone like John, his knowledge of chemistry could be restored. The transub-
stantiation of John is merely an extension of the cyborgization of John. The
difference is merely one of substance and thus is not substantial as far as John's
identity is concerned.

Now a good reason for not supposing that we normally consist partly of imma-
terial substance is that our material parts have, it seems reasonable to suppose,
all the functional characteristics needed to explain both our manifest behavior
and subjective experience (not to say that such an explanation exists now, only
that it is reasonable to expect it). The functional characteristics of an immaterial
adjunct would be a fifth wheel. But such is not the case with poor John. Parts of
his brain have lost their functional characteristics (rotted away, let us suppose)
and the functional characteristics of the immaterial substance are needed to explain
John’s abilities. And we are not asking that it be supposed that some of John's
brain events have both a physical and an immaterial cause. It is rather that some
of the events in his brain have only immaterial causes. We are supposing that the
neural matter at one time functionally antecedent to a brain re gion is completely
destroyed, and yet that the intact region continues to behave in the general manner
.3 Which it did prior to the destruction of the region which enervated it. The
geurons which formerly synapsed on a neuron N are gone, and yet, without
pparent material cause, N continues to fire appropriately. It is as if one pulled
ponc’s phone wire from the wall and yet found that one could continue to call and
§ converse from it. This would be mysterious, but we could understand what ¥as
happening if not how.
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the neglected functions, bypassing any hybrid mental stage. John’s mind would
be material up to a certain time and then in a flash become immaterial.

We believe that the instantaneous metamorphosis would also preserve personal
identity, and thus would also constitute a counterexample to substance essential-
ism. To argue this, however, would require that we also argue for a theory of
personal identity which does not require substance overlap in successive stages
of a person’s life. Intuitions may diverge widely at this point. We have therefore
relied on a scenario which involves a less controversial theory of personal identity.

m

The scenario that we have given seems, on the face of it, to be coherent. We
are not claiming that this transformation has or ever will occur, nor that is it
metaphysically possible— if there is no immaterial substance, it is simply not
possible to become immaterial. But we find the transformation to be conceprually
possible, in that it is permitted by our concepts of person and substance. The
substance essentialist must argue that despite appearances, the scenario is not a
portrayal of a conceptually possible state of affairs. We will examine such an
argument now.

A version of (P1) relativized to persons has been defended by Bernard Wil-
liams. In a paper entitled *’Are Persons Bodies”,” Williams seeks to show that

if we admit the possibility of persons previously embodied becoming disembodied, then we are
committed to giving a Cartesian or dualistic account of those persons in their embodied state. Anyone
who thinks the Cartesian account mistaken will ... have reason to give up the idea of a transition
to a disembodied state.... (70)

The possibility of disembodiment entails that one be always a Cartesian imma-
terial ego with, perhaps only at times, a material body adjunct. Thus Williams
argues for (P1) for persons (and his arguments may apply more generally to any
sort of object): once immaterial, always immaterial.

Williams has two arguments which are meant to support his essential materi-
alist thesis, and they are meant to establish that thesis no matter which of two
ways of regarding disembodiment one might take.

Consider the hypothetical case of a person A who at time 7 is embodied and
at some later time 1’ exists in a disembodied state. Suppose now that we ask of
the disembodied A at #': How tall is A? How much does A weigh? and similar
Questions. There are, says Williams, two possible replies, which reflect two
Possible ways of looking at disembodiment: (a) the questions have no answer
because the categories of height and weight do not apply to a disembodied person;
(b) the categories do apply, and the height and weight of A at ¢’ are both zero.
One answer assimilates the questions to asking of justice what color it is, and
the second to asking to a piece of clear untinted glass what color it is.

The force of reply (a), Williams says,

S€ems to be that a person is a thing which, though it can, does not have to, exemplify determinates
under physical determinables. But this has many difficulties. For surely the understanding of a given
Sort of thing closely involves an understanding of under what determinables a thing of that sort
exemplifies determinates ... If we are given a specification of a thing of a certain sort, and are told
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that it exemplifies no determinates under determinables associated with things of that sort, wecan
standardly conclude that it is not the specification of any real thing of that sort, but. e.g., of a fictional
thing: pan of what it is for Lady Macbeth to be a fictional woman is that there are many questions
to which with regard to any real woman, there must be answers (though we may not know what they
are), but which have no answers in the case of Lady Macbeth.

Considerations on these admittedly sketchy lines may well give us reason to say that it is impossible
for one and the same thing to have a given collection of determinables apply to it at one time and
not another. If so, we shall say that the possibility of diembodiment would show, not just that a person
was a sort of thing that did not necessarily exemplify physical determinables, but that it was a sort
of thing that necessarily did not exemplify such determinables. Thus even embodied persons would
not have physical attributes, but would be nonphysical things associated with a body, i.e., a Cartesian
account would apply. (71) L

The argument of the passage is this; j

(1) “If we are given a specification of a thing of a certain sort which
has no determinates under determinables associated with things
of that sort, we can standardly conclude that it is not the speci-

: fication of any real thing of that sort.”

is fact “may well give us reason” to conclude that

(2) "it is impossible for one and the same thing to have a given )
collection of determinables apply to it at one time and not another.” -

- From which it follows that |

(3) a person cannot exemplify physical determinates and then cease j
10 exemplify them; once material, always material.
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The view, and it is a venerable one, is that a disembodied person would have a
wide variety of properties associated with persons: memory, thoughts, intellectual
capabilities, and, not least, personality. So the view is certainly not that a disem-
bodied person would have no familiar person properties, only no physical prop-
erties. So Williams must suppose that it is physical properties which are required
to be a real person, and that is but to beg the question.

Third, what are we supposed to make of the fact, crucial to Williams’ argument,
that determinables are “associated with” things of a certain sort? If Williams is
not just to beg the question, he cannot suppose that physical properties are nec-
essarily associated with persons. And if they are just contingently, even if "stan-
dardly”, associated with persons, then the argument fails, because then the deter-
minables in question need not be associated with persons. And as to the standardness
of the association in question, it is clear that for thousands of years millions of
people have thought that there were persons who did not, at all times of their
existence, exemplify physical properties. It will not do to say that “nowadays,
sophisticated people will not allow that a person is real unless he/she has physical
properties”, for that seems much too provincial a view to do justice to the concept
of person. What is required here is an attempt to show that one who held that
there could be a disembodied person who was formerly material is mistaken, not
just in a minority.

Williams is aware of the weaknesses in his argument. He acknowledges that
perhaps there could indeed be cases where an object shed certain customary
determinables. For example, “a material body may become totally colorless (at
the extreme, by becoming invisible).” But if a table can become invisible, why
can't a person become disembodied? Williams® answer is that a person’s losing
all physical properties would be a much “graver” case than invisible furniture.
But what does this gravity come to? Certainly if a table lost all physical properties,
it would cease to exist. And thus if a person were sufficiently like a table, losing
all of his or her physical properties would be a grave matter indeed. But as we
have maintained before, the relation of physical properties to the essence of an
object like a table is different than the relation of physical properties to human
essence. Sufficiently important features of a person are mental properties, and
these properties are functional in that it does not matter what particular substratum
supports them. And in the extreme, it need not be matter which supports them.

Williams concludes his examination of the (a)-type understanding of disem-
bodiment by again merely appealing to substance essentialism.

The case of a person’s losing all his physical attributes would seem in any case graver than [a ph)'siFaI
object becoming colorless or, at the extreme, invisible], and more significant for one’s understanding
of what sort of thing a person was; but in any case it would certainly show that having physical
attributes was not essential to being a person. Now this would not lead directly, of course, to what |
have called the Cartesian conclusion: for the fact that persons did not essentially have physical
attributes would not . . . show in itself that they never had them at all. But this is not all that we
have to work from: for it seems true that all the current arguemnts against the Cartesian position
(e-g.. Strawson's) do involve saying it is essential that persons have, at least some of the mne
physical attributes. I am not sure that any coherent account can be given of a sort of thing to which
it is essential that it display at some time determinates under a wide range of determinables, but not
essential that it do this all the time; yet this is required by line (a). (71-72)
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This is the conclusion of Williams® discussion of view (a) that the categories
of height and weight apply to embodied but not to disembodied persons.

The argument here is:

(1) Strawson’s and other arguments seem to show that persons must at some

time have physical properties.

(2) It is not clear that a coherent account can be given of a thing which must
display physical attributes at some time, but need not always. (Substance
essentialism, P1)

(3) Thus, persons must always have physical properties.

We are not here concerned with the truth of (1). We would however take issue
with Williams’ (less than whole-hearted) commitment in (2) to substance essen-
tialism; we hope that we have provided an account of a possible transubstantiation
which is coherent.

And while our scenario provides a counterexample to the thesis of essential
materialism, the thesis of materialism apparently at issue in Williams' arguments
is itself vague enough that perhaps a more mundane scenario could serve as well.
‘As Mark Wilson has remarked to us, in the story and motion picture “The Fly”
machine exists which converts matter to energy, transmits it, and reconstitutes
e ma‘t!er at a remote receiver. Is a human being “immaterial™ whilst being
ansmitted? Whether that is clear or not, it does seem that “The Fly”, a prima
e t_:cﬂterem story, constitutes a counterexample to Williams' arguments for
 essential materialism. For while being transmitted a person would lack most of
the physical properties (height, appearance, cic.) had before and after transmission-

Wﬂim second argument for substance essentialism concerns a different
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the materials, independently identified, can have a different history from that of the car. The concept
of weight can be applied to each [the car and the totality of parts]; yet the car and the total of materials
of which it consists at a given time do not of course weigh more than the car weighs. So the weight-
doubling paradox can be avoided by saying that a person consists of, is made of, his body. (p. 73)

But this option is not available, says Williams, to a person who believes in the
possibility of disembodiment, and his rejection is very brief and emphatic: *...for
how can a thing which consists at a given time of certain materials come to
consist of nothing at all, save by ceasing to exist? If there are any merits to the
quasi-Aristotelian model of consisting of for the relations of persons and bodies
(and I am doubtful of them), it certainly cannot be consistently combined with
the possibility of disembodiment™ (p. 73). So much for that; if a person were to
consist of a body, then he could not become disembodied, for then he would
cease to exist at all.

We reject this argument as emphatically as it was advanced. Williams’ criticism
presupposes, without remark, that to become disembodied is to come “to consist
of nothing at all”. But surely that is not true! When disembodied a person would
consist of no body, certainly, and, we suppose, of no material thing, but the
supposition of the immaterialist is just that that is not all that there could be to
consist of. A disembodied person could consist of something that wasn’t material,
namely immaterial substance. Which is to say that the consisting of account will
do as well for an account of the disembodied person as it will for an account of
an embodied person.

Williams is not alone in rejecting an account of persons and their bodies which
holds that the former consist of the latter. He is joined by Saul Kripke in “Naming
and Necessity”, where the proposal rates a footnote. “A theory that a person is
nothing over and above his body in the way that a statue is nothing over and
above the matter of which it is composed, would have to hold that (necessarily)
a person exists if and only if his body exists and has a certain additional physical
organization. Such a thesis would be subject to modal difficulties similar to those
besetting the ordinary identity thesis, and the same would apply to suggested
analogues replacing the identification of mental states with physical states.” (note
73) The point, as we understand it, is much the same as Williams”: if a person
consists of, or is nothing over and above, his body, then he couldn’t exist if his
body did not. #

But, as we have seen from our scenario of John’s transubstantiation, this is not
at all obvious. The reason why we believe this sort of change is possible for
humans is that so much of the identity of persons is tied to internal, mf.:mal.
dispositional, subjective, and behavioural properties, and not to the particular
body or stuff of which they consist. : ;

But in connection with the Kripke/Williams argument under consideration, let
us consider the relation of a person’s body to the matter which composes it Now
it is clear that the matter which composes our body changes minute by minute,
with every breath we take, in fact. And it also seems clear that our hod!'_ 1s not
“something over and above” the matter composing it; surely it is rather like the
relation of the car to its parts mentioned by Williams—for otherwise, one wants
to know just what it is over and above its stuff, and perhaps the weight-doubling
Paradox rears its head. Does one have a different body with every breath? We
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don't believe that is a very useful way to describe the situation. Although one’s
body consists of a slightly different collection of molecules after every breath, it
does not follow that it is a different body, although it differs slightly in compo-
sition. And even if it turns out that Williams, at just this moment, has a body
which consists of just those, and no other, molecules which composed the body
of Bertrand Russell at some time in his long career, it does not follow that
Williams has Russell’s body (even Russell’s body of 3:23 p.m. October 6, 1927).
Even, it is interesting to note, if Williams has, through the natural processes of
growth and so forth, exactly the same molecules in exactly the same arrangement
as Russell’s of the aforementioned date, Williams still does not have Russell’s
body. But all this is not to say that Williams’ body is something over and above
those molecules in that arrangement. The upshot seems to be that “consisting
pf " and “being nothing over and above” is not the same as bein g identical with,
insofar as some things could consist of certain things at one time, and others at

%, another time. We suspect that a variety of objects which have functional properties

| 'mportant to their identity will display this indifference to constituents; examples
may well include universities, countries, lakes, dogs and persons. In fact, we
suspect it to be true of most any organic entity. This dog at my feet is the same
dog that I acquired three years ago, although I have fed him daily and as a result
he consists of different matter. But my dog is what he eats. There is no paradox
g We propose that persons are, if anything, less wed to their substratum and
mew than are dogs, if only there are other embodiments to be had. And
4 eein iy facz. Immaterial substance, there is no conceptual reason why 2
person now material could not come to consist of immaterial substance.®
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that a single material person could gradually become immaterial, we have chosen to spell out an
account of immaterial substance which makes that transubstantiation as clear and understandable as
possible, with the causal properties of individual neurons assumed by immaterial substance.

*Compare Wittgenstein's remark about the possibility of an empty-skulled but functional human:
On Certainty section 118, also sections 159, 207 and 251. We claim the empty-head is a conceptual
possibility, but not for the same reasons Wittgenstein might have had.

7« Are persons Bodies?” in The Philosophy of The Body edited by Spicker (Chicago: Quadrant
Books, 1970); reprinted in Problems of the Self (London: Cambridge University Press,, 1973), the
edition to which our page number citations refer.

*We wish to thank Mark Wilson, Antony Flew, Zeno Vendler, Christopher Boorse, and Frank
Dilley for their many helpful comments on earlier versions of this paper, including one read at the
University of California, San Diego.
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