INTRODUCTION

This is a book on Locke’s metaphysics. In particular, this book is concerned
with the relationship between Locke’s rejection of essentialism—the thesis
that some objects have essential properties independently of how they are
characterized—and his theory of identity and persistence, especially as it
relates to organisms and persons. While I will develop Locke’s positions on
these topics in detail in the ensuing chapters, my goal in the present chapter
is to explain, in general terms, why these issues are worth thinking about,
how we should begin, and where his views fall within the range of
theoretical alternatives. I will subsequently be in a position to develop what
I take to be the central problem of the book, namely, that of determining
whether Locke’s rejection of essentialism is consistent with his treatment of
identity and persistence.

I. SUBSTANCES, ESSENCES, AND KINDS

1. Substances and the Spatiotemporal World

The object which we refer to as the cosmos fills an enormous region of
space and time. While there have been a few philosophers who think that
there is no such thing as the spatiotemporal world, there have been even
fewer who think, with Spinoza, that it is the only thing which exists. Most
of us, including Locke, allow for the existence of countless multitudes of
entities (such as baseballs, baseball players and baseball games) whose
“careers” are associated with vastly smaller regions of space and time. This
naturally brings us to the idea that the world is “cut” or “chopped” or
“divided” up into the particular objects which we encounter throughout the
day. This thought, in turn, forces us to confront a difficult but important
question:

(Ql) Does the cosmos already come to us divided up into particular
objects, or are these divisions something which we impose upon the
world, in accordance with some sort of a “conceptual scheme”?
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With respect to any given set of such divisions (and the objects which they
delineate), it would seem that one must either be a metaphysical realist, or
else that one must be some sort of a conventionalist, where the realist
affirms and the conventionalist denies that these divisions and objects exists
independently of our beliefs and classificatory decisions.’

As spatiotemporal objects, the objects which we have come to accept—
whether as realists or conventionalists—have both spatial boundaries and
temporal boundaries. This point, though obvious, gives rise to another
difficult question:

(Q2) How are spatiotemporal objects related to their spatiotemporal

boundaries?

In his seminal paper “Four Ontologies” (1970), Eddy Zemach shows that
with respect to any given object and either of its dimensional boundaries,
there are exactly two possibilities: this object either is either continuous with
respect to this dimension, or it is bound with respect to this dimension. The
difference between being bound and continuous with respect to a given
dimensional region has to do with how an object is related to this region’s
sub-regions. Either the whole object occupies each of this region’s sub-
regions, or else the whole object does not occupy each of its sub-regions, in
which case the whole object occupies the whole region by partly occupying
each of its sub-regions. An entity which occupies a region r (of space or
time) by wholly existing in #’s sub-regions is said to be continuous with
respect to this region, while an entity which occupies r by partly occupying
r’s sub-regions is said to be bound with respect to this region (1970, 232).

Returning to the second question of how an object o is related to its
spatial and temporal boundaries, it turns out that there are exactly four
possibilities:

(P1) o is bound with respect to its spatial and temporal boundaries;

(P2) o is continuous with respect to its spatial and temporal boundaries;

(P3) o is continuous with respect to its spatial boundary, and bound with
respect to its temporal boundary; and finally

(P4) o is bound with respect to its spatial boundary, and continuous with
respect to its temporal boundary.

We are certainly most familiar with the final sort of object, which Zemach

refers to as continuants in time, or more colloquially, as things or

substances. This is surely because we think of ourselves as substances,

since we think of ourselves as having spatial parts, but not temporal parts.

We do no think of ourselves as having temporal parts because we think that

we exist, in our entirety, at every moment of our existence. Someone who

! | am making this point with respect to sets of divisions and objects to secure the possibility
of being a realist with respect to some putative objects and a conventionalist with respect to
others.
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saw me both yesterday and today saw exactly the same thing, and not
distinct but qualitatively similar parts of the same thing. Or so we
commonly think, though increasingly many philosophers are questioning
this position. For our present purposes, the most important thing is to note,
first, that we have a clear notion of what it would be for an object to be
bound with respect to its spatial dimension, but not with respect to its
temporal dimension, and second, (emphasizing the latter point) that we can
conceive of an object’s having a boundary on a given dimension without its
having parts along that dimension.

We are also fairly conversant with the first sort of spatiotemporal objects,
which Zemach refers to as non-continuants, and more colloquially, as
events. We certainly do think of such things as baptismal services and
baseball games as having temporal parts. If I only witnessed the baptism
jitself, for example, you would not allow that I had seen the entire service,
but only its most important part. And if you only happened to watch the
first four innings of a baseball game, while I watched the last six, then we
would surely agree to our having seen distinct but overlapping parts of the
same game. It is also relatively easy to see that events must also have
spatial (though certainly not organic) parts. Think, for example, of a certain
battle, say, the Battle of Getteysburg. If we think of this battle at a certain
moment of time, surely it is surely correct to think of it as having not merely
a spatial location, but also a size, where its size is made up of distinct and
possibly scattered or non-continuous spatial regions. The only alternative is
to say that the whole battle is present, say, in a region where two men are
feverishly engaged in hand-to-hand combat, and that seems obviously
wrong.

We are much less conversant with the second and third types of entities,
perhaps because these objects are alike in having spatial boundaries without
having spatial parts, and it is very hard to understand how this could be.
That is, it is hard for us to see how a spatiotemporal object could be related
to space in much the same way that we take ourselves to be related to time.
But inasmuch as we have the general notion of an object’s having a
boundary along a given dimension without having parts along this
dimension, we cannot easily dismiss these categories as contradictory or
unintelligible. Zemach refers to the third type as continuants in space or
processes. Metaphysically speaking, processes are the mirror opposites of
substances: with respect to time, processes have parts while substances do
not, and with respect to space, substances have parts while processes do not.
Think, for example, of the digestion process. While it sounds right to think
of this process as unfolding in temporal parts or stages (chewing,
swallowing, and so on), and while this process, at any given time, certainly
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