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Against the Doctrine of Arbitrary Undetached Parts


Peter Van Inwagen states the Doctrine of Arbitrary Undetached Parts (DAUP) like this:

For every material object M, if R is the region of space occupied by M at time t, and if sub-R is any occupiable sub-region of R whatever, there exists a material object that occupies the region sub-R at t. (p. 75, 2001)

(I take it that, according to its proponents, DAUP is metaphysically necessary.)  DAUP entails (together with some plausible assumptions) that there are such things as the upper half of my body, the unsculptured statue in the centre of a block of marble and Mount Everest.  In this paper, I shall put forward an argument against DAUP.  Though my reason for rejecting DAUP will not automatically rule out the existence of such things as the upper half of my body and Mount Everest (because my target is more limited than that), I shall go on to suggest that a similar, though more controversial, consideration rules out the possibility of their existence also.

(1) Simple as A, B, C


Consider a world containing only three mereological simples (objects with no proper parts), A, B and C, plus those objects, if any, that some or all of these simples compose.  In this world, these simples are duplicates of each other and are arranged to form an equilateral triangle.  The following is also true of A, B and C: for any (pure) non-compositional relation, if one of the simples bears this relation to another of the simples, then each of the simples bears it to each of the other simples.  In particular, all (pure) non-compositional relations that A bears to B and C, C bears to A and B.  

What do I mean by ‘non-compositional relation’?  I mean a relation that is not a compositional relation.  What do I mean by ‘compositional relation’?  I mean a relation between things that concerns at least one of these things being or having a part or its not being or not having a part.  Thus ‘x is a part of y’ is a compositional relation, as are ‘x and y are a part of something’, ‘x lacks y as a part’ and ‘x and y do not share a part’.  By a pure relation, I mean a relation that does not essentially feature a certain particular.  Thus ‘x and y surround Rolf Harris’ is an impure relation.  From now on, I shall omit ‘pure’, but all compositional and non-compositional relations I talk about should be understood to be pure. 

Let us say that A, B and C compose a complex object, D.  According to DAUP, there will also exist an object composed of A and B (as well as objects composed of B and C and A and C), because the space that A and B occupy is an occupiable sub-region of that occupied by D.  Let us call this supposed object, composed of A and B, D-minus.

My claim is that D-minus does not exist (in the world we are considering).  If this is right, then DAUP is false (because DAUP entails that D-minus does exist).  Why, then, does D-minus not exist?  Why, in other words, is there no object composed of A and B?  The reason is that if D-minus exists then the following supervenience claim is false:

S: For all x and for all y, if x is a proper part of y, then x’s being a proper part of y supervenes on x’s bearing certain (pure) non-compositional relations to the other proper parts of y.

S is true, however, and thus D-minus does not exist (and thus DAUP is false).  Why, then, is the existence of D-minus incompatible with S and why is S true?

(2) In Defence of S


Let us take the first question first:  Why is S incompatible with the existence of D-minus?  S entails that A’s being a part of D-minus, if D-minus exists, supervenes on A’s bearing certain non-compositional relations to B.  This being true, and its also being true that C bears exactly the same non-compositional relations to B as A does, it follows that C is also part of D-minus, if D-minus exists.  This is because C’s being a part of D-minus will supervene on C’s bearing to B just those non-compositional relations that both A and C bear to B (and to each other).  On the assumption, then, that D-minus exists (plus the truth of S), C is part of D-minus.  However, C is not part of D-minus.  Therefore, D-minus does not exist.  S is incompatible, therefore, with the existence of D-minus and thus also with DAUP.


Why think S is true?  S is true because otherwise compositional relations would be mysterious.  To bring this out, consider a weaker claim than S.  This claim is that the facts about compositional relations between simples and what these simples compose (what we shall call the compositional facts) globally supervene on the facts about non-compositional relations between the simples and each other (the non-compositional facts).  Imagine two possible worlds.  Each has the same amount of simples, all of which are duplicates of each other, and these simples are all non-compositionally related to each other in exactly the same way in each possible world (and are governed by the same laws, etc.).  The worlds are, non-compositionally-speaking, identical.  The claim that the compositional facts globally supervene on the non-compositional facts comes to the claim that these two possible worlds, alike as they are non-compositionally, will also be alike compositionally.  That is, if a simple in one world is part of a complex object, then that same simple (or its counterpart) will be part of that same complex object (or its counterpart) in the other world.  I know of no one who denies this global supervenience claim.  And the reason for this is, presumably, that the claim is compelling.  It would be extremely strange if it were possible for these two worlds to be identical non-compositionally but differ compositionally.  This would involve at least one simple in one world being a part of a complex object and this very simple (or its counterpart) not being a part of the same complex object (or its counterpart) in the other world.  This strikes us as impossible because there is no reason at all why there would be this difference between the two possible worlds.  Nothing is different between these possible worlds that could ground such a compositional difference.  I take it, then, that there is good reason to accept global supervenience.


If there is good reason to accept global supervenience, there is also good reason to accept S.  S entails that any two objects that hold exactly the same non-compositional relations as each other to each other and to all other objects will both be parts of any object of which one is part.  S is true because there is no reason why one such object would be part of an object and the other such object not be part of this very same object.  Just as with the global supervenience claim, there is no non-compositional difference between the two objects to ground a compositional difference between the two objects.  In effect, I am saying that there is no (compositional) difference without a (non-compositional) difference-maker.  To make this clear, let’s see how what I have said applies to A, B and C.


A, B and C bear exactly the same non-compositional relations to each other as each other.  This means that if there is a compositional difference between them (if, for example, two of them compose an object of which the other is not part), this compositional difference is not grounded in any of their non-compositional relations to each other.  According to DAUP, A and B compose D-minus.  If A and B really do compose D-minus, there is a compositional difference between A and B and C.  A and B compose D-minus, of which C is not a part.  My claim is that why this should be so is mysterious.  There is no difference upon which to ground the fact that A and B compose something of which C is not a part.  If A’s non-compositional relations to B are enough for A to be part of D-minus, then C’s are enough for C to be a part of D-minus.  If we say that A’s non-compositional relations to B have nothing whatsoever to do with what compositional relations A bears to B, then compositional relations will simply be brute and independent of all other relations.  This independence would make compositional relations mysterious.  Compositional relations are not mysterious (at least not in this way).  I conclude, therefore, that D-minus does not exist and that DAUP is false.


Some people will simply not share the belief that there is anything mysterious about compositional relations being independent of non-compositional relations.  Others may need more convincing.  To bring out the fact that compositional relations are grounded in non-compositional relations, it will be helpful to consider another supervenience claim.  This is that compositional changes supervene on non-compositional changes.  More precisely:

S*: For all x and for all y, if x starts/stops being a proper part of y, then x’s starting/stopping being a proper part of y supervenes on certain (pure) non-compositional changes in relations between x and the other proper parts of y.

If S* is true, this shows that non-compositional relations between objects do play a role in what things these objects are a part of.  Furthermore, S* is very plausible.  Consider the world containing A, B and C.  If S* were false, it would be possible for A and B to compose an object, D-minus, at a certain time t1, and then for A and C to compose the very same object, D-minus, at t2, without there being any non-compositional change in A, B and C from t1 to t2
.  That is, A, B and C could stand in exactly the same spatial, modal, physical, etc. relations to each other at t1 and t2, and yet the object that A and B composes at t1 can be composed of A and C at t2.  This is surely incredible.  A world in which A, B and C are arranged in a triangle and bear exactly the same physical, modal, etc. properties as each other to each other for all eternity is a world with no change whatsoever.  It could not be a world in which there is a tremendous amount of change, with a complex object moving wildly around as it is composed by different pairs of A, B and C at different times.  The natural reason to suppose that this is so is that there is no non-compositional difference between the simples at t1 and at t2 upon which a compositional change could be based.  A at t1 bears exactly the same relations to B as it does at t2, yet if S* is false it is possible that A stops being a part of D-minus at t2.  This change in compositional relations is impossible and thus S* is true.


S* is analogous to S in the following way.  S* concerns one object’s being a part of a thing at one time and not being a part of this thing at another time.  S* says, in effect, that there can only be such a difference from one time to another if there is some other difference in the relations that this object bears to the other parts of the thing between the two times.  The denial of this leads to the absurd consequences outlined in the above paragraph.  Rather than concerning one objects’s being (or not being) a part of a thing at different times, S concerns two object’s being parts of a thing at the same time.  S says that an object is a part of a thing if another object that holds exactly the same relations to the other parts of the thing as the original object is part of the thing.  Just as we may say in the temporal case that there is no compositional difference without a non-compositional difference for one object at two different times, we can say that there is no compositional difference without a non-compositional difference for two different objects at one time.  Insofar as compositional differences supervene on non-compositional differences in the one case, they will also in the other case.  If you buy S*, I will throw in S for free.


This, then, is my reason for rejecting DAUP.  DAUP entails the negation of S.  S is true.  Therefore DAUP is false.  This argument is really a more fully spelled out way of expressing a natural discomfort with DAUP.  The worry is that objects cut nature at the joints and DAUP does not respect this.  Anything (at least any concrete thing) that exists must cut nature at the joints because if it does not, then it is really us who are finding a place for it in nature, not by physically building it, but by considering the world in a certain way.  We cannot, simply by doing this, bring objects into existence.

(3) Objections


In this short paper, I cannot consider all objections to my argument.  However, I will consider two possible objections.  Consider the following objection, put into the mouth of a possible objector.  ‘For me, composition is cheap.  And the reason this is so is because, like David Lewis, I believe composition is identity
.  That is, I believe that saying that the Fs compose G is tantamount to saying that the Fs are G (or that G is the Fs).  It follows from this view of composition that it is obvious that D-minus exists.  A and B exist.  That, everyone can grant.  Furthermore, saying that D-minus exists is really nothing more than saying that A and B exist.  There is no mystery in the fact that D-minus does not have C as a part because we are referring only to A and B when we talk of D-minus, rather than to A, B and C.  We can, of course, talk about A, B and C all together.  You have called this object D.  There is no mystery why S is false because if we take composition to be identity there is no connection between an object’s non-compositional relations to other objects and its being a part of a certain object.’


I reply:  I have difficulty understanding composition’s being identity.  After all, both ‘The Fs are G’ and ‘G is the Fs’ are ungrammatical
.  As far as I can get a grip on the idea, the thesis that composition is identity is that we can refer to some objects, say the Fs, with a singular term, say ‘G’.  Once we have done this, we can use the term ‘G’ in true sentences in which ‘G’ takes a singular verb.  We can also truthfully say that G is an object (this presumably being elliptical for ‘the Fs are objects’).  To say that G exists, then, is to say that the Fs exist (and to say nothing more).  To say that D-minus exists is to say that A and B exist (and to say nothing more).  Should this be what is meant (and it is the only way I can understand what is meant), then I think that the objector holds the view that there are no arbitrary undetached parts.  This is because the objector is a compositional nihilist (roughly, someone who believes only simples exist).  His talk of G and D-minus is elliptical (perhaps not syntactically but semantically) for talk of the Fs and A and B.  His assertion that D-minus is an object is, as far as I can make sense of the proposal, elliptical for the assertion that A and B are objects.  Once we have unpacked the meaning of all his statements, the objector is committed only to simples.  This being so, he is not committed to complex objects (his seeming commitment merely being elliptical) and thus not committed to the arbitrary parts of complex objects.  And because simples have no (proper) parts, he is not committed to the existence of any arbitrary undetached parts at all.

Of course, strictly speaking, DAUP does not entail the existence of arbitrary undetached parts and thus thinking that there are no arbitrary undetached parts does not on its own commit one to the falsity of DAUP.  DAUP only commits one to the existence of arbitrary undetached parts when taken with the assumption that something extended exists.  If a compositional nihilist believed that, necessarily, simples were point particles, she could allow the necessary truth of DAUP.  However, I take it that such a position, though it retains the letter of the doctrine, does not keep to its spirit.  Furthermore, becoming a person who believes in the existence only of point particles in order to retain DAUP is a step few would be willing to take.


The second objection may be put like this: ‘You casually mention the fact that all non-compositional relations upon which compositional relations supervene should be understood to be pure.  However, this is a big claim.  As soon as we drop this claim, we can find a non-compositional difference between A and B and C upon which to ground a compositional difference.  A bears the relation ‘x is identical to A and physically attached to y’ to B.  This impure relation is one that A bears to B, but that C does not bear to B.  This non-compositional difference may ground the compositional difference of A’s being part D-minus and C’s not being part of D-minus.  Another impure relation that A bears to B and that C does not bear to B is the relation ‘x and y are in region R’, where R names the region of space exactly occupied by A and B.  We may modify S by simply omitting the word ‘pure’ and this new principle is compatible with the existence of D-minus and consistent with DAUP.’


I reply:  I agree that this modified version of S is consistent with DAUP.  The question is, however, whether we have reason to weaken S in this manner.  I think not.  It is commonplace for supervenience claims to be understood as concerning only pure properties and relations.  When someone claims that mental properties supervene on physical properties, their claim is best understood as being that pure mental properties supervene on pure physical properties and impure mental properties supervene on impure physical properties.  Similarly, though A bears impure relations to B that C does not bear to B, these relations are not the type upon which to ground pure compositional relations between A and anything of which A is part.  Pure compositional relations supervene on pure non-compositional relations, not on impure non-compositional relations.  The relations ‘x is identical to A and physically attached to y’ and ‘x and y are in region R’ are poor candidates for relations upon which supervenes A’s bearing the relation ‘x is a proper part of y’ to a certain object.  Why is A’s being identical to A even relevant to, let alone an important aspect of, A’s being part of another object?  And what makes R such that those objects within it are part of an object and those objects without it are not part of this object?  Allowing impure relations to have an important role in determining when objects compose other objects overemphasises the importance of certain particulars. 

(4) The Myth of Mountains


I shall conclude by considering how what I have said applies to arbitrary undetached parts other than D-minus.  In particular, I will consider a mountain, M, that is an arbitrary part of a continent.  (I must say that I take what I say here to be merely suggestive and by no means conclusive.)  Let us call those simples that are said to make up M, except one of them, the B*s.  Let us call the one that is left A*.  Let us call those simples that are directly attached to the bottom of M (if it exists), but are not themselves part of M, the C*s.  (I name the simples like this because they will play the same role in my argument against M as A, B and C did in my argument against D-minus).  Given these terms, we can understand someone who says that M exists as saying, at least in part, that there exists an object composed (at a certain time) of the B*s and A*.  The denial that M exists, then, can be understood as the denial that there exists an object composed (at a certain time) of the B*s and A*.


The argument for the non-existence of D-minus depends on the fact that C bears all the same non-compositional relations to A and B as A does to B and C.  Given this, my contention is that there cannot be a compositional difference between A and C.  An argument against the existence of M cannot be so simple.  Assuming that, if M exists, M is a normal mountain, then A*, no matter where we place it in M, will bear relations to the B*s that none of the C*s bear to the B*s.  This being the case, there is a non-compositional difference between A* and each of the C*s.  I cannot, therefore, make the same move as I made in my argument against the existence of D-minus (i.e. I cannot say that C* bears all the same non-compositional relations to the B*s as A* does).  I can, however, make a very similar move.  Recall again the content of S:

S: For all x and for all y, if x is a proper part of y, then x’s being a proper part of y supervenes on x’s bearing certain (pure) non-compositional relations to the other proper parts of y.

The move I can make is to claim that those ‘certain non-compositional relations’ that A* bears to the B*s and upon which A*’s being part of M supervenes (if M exists) are also such that each of the C*s bears these non-compositional relations to the B*s.  That is, though A* bears to the B*s non-compositional relations that each of the C*s does not, each of the C*s bears the same relevant non-compositional relations to the B*s as A* does.  The relevant relations are those upon which A*’s being part of M supervenes.  If this is right, then the C*s are part of M if M exists.  The C*s, however, are not part of M.  Therefore, M does not exist.


I cannot here fully defend the claim that each of the C*s bear the relevant non-compositional relations to the B*s, but I will say why I think it is true.  I think this because I think the relevant relation is, in effect, a type of physical attachment.  On the assumption that M exists, A* started being part of M when it became physically attached in a certain way to the other parts of M, and A* will stop being part of M when it stops being physically attached in this way to the other parts of M.  The same is true of each of the B*s.  If this is right, then the C*s will also be part of M, if it exists, because they also are attached in this way to the other parts of M.  By hypothesis, the C*s are not part of M and therefore M does not exist.


Even if one rejects the view that physical attachment is the non-compositional relation that is crucial for composition, if one accepts there is a non-compositional relation upon which compositional relations supervenes, I think one will only be able to save M at the cost of making this non-compositional relation gerrymandered and arbitrary.  For example, one could say that A*’s being part of M supervenes on A*’s being physically attached to other parts of M and being at most 35 thousand feet from the very top B*.  This may well rule out the C*s as being part of M.  I find it highly implausible, however, that the existence of something rests on such gerrymandered relations between its parts.  On all plausible accounts of what relations are sufficient for those things that bear them to each other to be parts of the same thing, there is no object whose parts are only the B*s and A*.  I conclude that M does not exist.  The same argument applies, mutatis mutandis to Mount Everest, the upper half of my body and the unsculptured statue in the block of marble.  There is no reason to single out the cells of the upper half of my body, or the atoms of  Mount Everest, or the marble of the unsculptured statue as making up objects.  Any way in which the cells of the upper half of my body are related to each other such as to be part of something also includes my other cells as part of this thing.  Whether some things compose another thing rests on non-compositional and non-gerrymandered relations between these things. 
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� It is true that there will be a change in what time it is, and thus also in how long A, B and C have existed.  This is a change of sorts, but as A, B, C and D (that object composed of A, B and C), and thus the whole world, are duplicates from one time to the next, this sort of change should not be considered suitable to subvene a change in any compositional relations.   


� See Lewis 1991


� See Van Inwagen 2001, p95
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