Materiality and Immateriality

Uwe Meixner

1. TWO PRELIMINARY PRINCIPLES,
PRIOR TOtONCEPTUAL NETWORKING

The best strategy for getting to know an ontological concept and the ques-
tions that relate to it is to display the connexions it has to other ontological
concepts. I will do so by presenting some more or less obviously true prin-
ciples, all of them of an analytical (i.e. broadly logical) nature, all of them
relating the concept material to the concept immaterial and to other ontological
concepts.

Before one discusses the relation of concepts, it is necessary to delimit their
field of application. I fulfil this requirement by postulating:

POa For all x: x exists at some moment of time,

This postulate has the consequence that all concepts discussed will be dis-
cussed within a framework in which they apply only to items that exist at
some moment of time. By P0a, I do not wish to exclude that some items do
not exist at any moment of time. Maybe some items do, maybe none do—I
simply do not here wish to discuss the question whether the first is true or,
on the contrary, the second. Thus, “For all x” is here to be taken to mean as
much as “For all x that we are talking about (here)” and not to mean as much as
“For all x”.

It is another question how existence at a moment of time is related to existence
simpliciter. The policy here followed is this: If x exists (simpliciter), then x felther
clearly exists in time and therefore at some moment of time or X, though existent,
does not clearly exist in time. But then it may be said to exist at all moments of
time and therefore, again, to exist at some moment of time (since some items are
moments of time), For illustration of the latter case, consider the number 4
this item, if it exists, does not clearly exist in time, but if it exists, it may be §axd
to exist at all moments of time (in fact, it seems to me that if the number 4 exists,
it should be excluded that it does not exist at some moment of time); therefore,
also the number 4, if it exists, may be said to exist at some moment of time {since
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the standard definitions of the simpliciter-concepts on the basis of the qualified
concepts. Note that it would not have been adequate to define “(simpliciter)
immaterial” by “partly immaterial” and “(simpliciter) material” by “wholly
material” (for the simpliciter use of the terms “material” and “immaterial” is not
that way), but, syntactically, such a procedure would have been entirely analogous
to the one actually chosen (manifested by P5 and P6). And note that four of the
six concepts introduced can be defined on the basis of two of them (as the pre-
ceding six principles show): for example, on the basis of wholly immaterial and
partly immaterial (or on the basis of partly material and partly immaterial, or .. .).

3. THE ANALOGICAL USE OF “MATERIAL” AND “IMMATERIAL”

It is easily seen that the following is a consequence of the six principles enu-
merated (or, more precisely speaking, of P6, P1, and P5):

T1 For all x: x is either material or immaterial (but not both).!

Although this is true, is goes without saying that an individual (or particular)
is material, respectively immaterial, in a very different way than a state of
affairs, or a property. (The state of affairs that 1+ 1=2is plausibly an immaterial state
of affairs, the property of being a prime number plausibly an immaterial property;
in turn, the state of affairs that the moon revolves around the earth is plaus%bly a
material state of affairs, the property of weighing five hundred pounds plausﬂ:?ly"a
material property.) There isa global, formal sense of “material” and “immaterlgl ,
but, according to the category of entity that these two predicates are applied
to, that formal sense is filled out, is made specific in very different ways.”Such
a characteristic is, of course, not a speciality of the predicates “mate.:rial and
“immaterial”; it also applies to other predicates of very wide applicatlgn‘: as fo,r:
example “exist” and “not exist”, “is the same” and “is not the same ' %ood
and “not good”. The existence of the global, formal sense of “material” and
“immaterial” is indicated by some universal analytic principles that are true
for these predicates (see later discussion). It is also indicated (1)‘ by the fact
that, although an immaterial individual is immaterial in a rather dlffergnt way
than is an immaterial property, the use of “immaterial” in both cases is felt tc;
be a case not of equivocation but rather of meaning-analogy (whereas the use o
“immaterial” in the sense of “unimportant” or “irrelevant” is fglt to be a case
of equivocation vis-g-vis the ontological uses of “immaterial’t just 1.nd1cate<'i); ?nd
(2) by the parallel fact that even though a material indivxd‘l‘lal is rr}utﬁml bm ﬁ
rather different way than is a material property, the use of r-natenal in o;
cases is felt to be a case of meaning-analogy, not of equivocation (where'as the
use of “material” in the sense of “important” or “relevant” e}nd even in the
sense of “non-formal” is felt to be a case of equivocation vis-a-vis the uses of

“material” just indicated).
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that is: the meaning(s) to which all its other ontological meanings are not only
analogical but also peripheral (or secondary). But note that such a meaning or such
meanings might not exist, for an analogical use of a word can very well exist
without the word having any central meaning around which all its meanings,
in the relevant family of meanings, revolve; all these meanings might merely
be analogical to each other, without being peripheral (or secondary) to any central
meaning. Note also that the central meaning—if it exists—is not the formal or
global sense of the analogically used word, is not the common denominator of
all the meanings of the word that are in the relevant family of meanings. The
formal or global sense of an analogically used word is, however, a necessary in-
gredient of a given analogical use of it, since that sense characterizes the relevant
family of meanings that all the analogical meanings of the word, in that use, come
from. Now, how does all this apply to the word “material” (the adjective, not the
substantive) and its negative “immaterial”?

Take “material” in its global, formal, ontological sense. This formal sense is
filled out differently in the combinations “material substance”, “material partic-
ular (individual)”, “material property”. How so exactly? Consider first “material
particular”,

Particulars come in at least two varieties: momentary particulars and per-
sistent particulars. Hence, there are at least two varieties of material particulars:

D1 A momentary material particular is a particular x that (i) exists at exactly
one moment of time, and (ii) is such that the mass of x at the moment of
its existence > 0.

D2 A persistent material particular is a particular x which (i) exists during at
least one continuous stretch of time (i.e. at any time in that stretch),
(ii) is such that every moment at which it exists belongs to a contin-
uous stretch of time during which it exists,? and (iii) is such that the
following holds true: If t is any moment of time at which x exists, then
themass of xatt>0.

These two definitions, however, allow of two interpretations, depending
on whether one thinks of particulars as subsistent or as occurrent particulars. An
occurrent particular is a particular which is such that every momentary phase
of its existence is a part of it. A subsistent particular is a particular which is such
that no momentary phase of its existence is a part of it. An occurrent particular
is the (temporally ordered) mereological sum of the momentary phases of its
existence; it is, in other words, an occurrence. A subsistent particular, however,
cannot be the sum of the momentary phases of its existence; it is not an occur-
rence but a subsistence.

Note that substances, as conceived of in the Aristotelian tradition, constitute
a special kind of subsistences. Note also that the distinction between occurrent
and subsistent particulars also applies to particulars that exist only at one
moment of time: that is, it also applies to momentary particulars. However, in the
case of momentary particulars, the distinction appears to be pointless (though
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it exists): because a momentary occurrent particular is as present in its entirety
at each moment of its existence (it is only one) as a momentary subsistent par-
ticular is present in its entirety at each moment of its existence. In contrast, in
the case of persistent particulars, the distinction occurrent/subsistent is far from
being pointless: because a persistent occurrent particular is present only in part
at each moment of its existence, while a persistent subsistent particular is pres-
ent in its entirety at each moment of its existence.

1 shall avoid discussing which conception of particulars is the correct concep-
tion, particulars qua occurrences or particulars qua subsistences. Instead, let D1.1
be D1 with the word “particular” interpreted as subsistent particular, and let D1.2
be D1 with the word “particular” interpreted as occurrent particular. Apply the
same procedure also to D2. I shall concentrate on material particulars qua subsis-
tent particulars (and therefore on D1.1 and D2.1)—which is, after all, the classical
conception. But I do not thereby repudiate the non-classical conception (often
called “four-dimensionalism”). Note that if one is ontologically wide-minded
(in other words, not quick to wield Ockham’s Razor), then both conceptions can
be upheld side by side: Each conception is consistent in itself, and compatible
with the other if it is not applied to the same particular. That is, while one cannot
say that a given particular x—say, this table—is both an occurrence and a subsis-
tence, one can say that particular x,—(this table),~is a subsistence and that par-
ticular x,—(this table),, which corresponds one-to-one to x,—is an occurrence.
But one will have to decide whether x is x,, or rather x, (since x cannot be both
and since there is certainly not a third object besides x, and x, that x might be).

In order to keep the complexity of the discussion at a tolerable level, I shall
not only concentrate on material particulars qua subsistent particulars but shall
also understand the substantive “particular” in the sense of “subsistent partic-
ular”. This stipulation makes it possible to “define” the concept of a material
substance as follows:

D3 A material substance is a persistent material particular (i.e. persistent
material subsistent particular) which has a sufficient amount of ontolog-

ical independence and is a centre of a sufficient amount of independent
activity.

Given the wording of D3, it is clear why I put the word “define” in the sen-
tence preceding D3 in scare quotes: the definiens of D3 is utterly vague. This
essay is not the place to make it precise, and it is, in fact, doubtful whether it can
be made precise: One must clarify the notions of ontological independence and of
independent activity, and—what is likely to prove the most difficult task—one must
make precise what, in D3, is to be meant by “a sufficient amount”, in the case both
of ontological independence and of independent activity. “A sufficient amount”
is, of course, meant to indicate an amount of ontological independence, respec-
tively independent activity, that is minimally sufficient for ascribing ontological
independence simpliciter and independent activity simpliciter; but what amount
is minimally sufficient for these ascriptions?
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In fact, the human person is, in classical Christian hylomorphism, a mate-
riality/immateriality amphibian-particular with respect to persistence (not,
however, simpliciter; simpliciter it must be either a material or an immaterial par-
ticular—and in classical Christian hylomorphism it is a material particular, not
an immaterial one, as we have seen).

6. CENTRAL AND PERIPHERAL MEANINGS
OF “MATERIAL” AND “IMMATERIAL”

Traditionally, the combination “material substance” has been taken to yield
the central meaning of “material”, and “immaterial substance” the central mean-
ing of “immaterial”. This position is questionable—at least from the modern
ontological point of view, which is no longer subservient to substance. It will hardly
be controversial, however, that among central ontological meanings of the
adjectives “material” and “immaterial” are the ones they take on when they are
connected to the ontological substantives “particular” and “substance”, What
is responsible for this semantic phenomenon is the applicability of the concept
of mass to particulars and substances (substances being special particulars, and
particulars—the reader is reminded—are always understood here to be subsis-
tent particulars or subsistences). The concept of mass, which is treated in detail in
the next section, is itself central to materiality and immateriality.

But whereas it obviously makes sense to speak of a material or immaterial
property, it is not at all obvious that it makes sense to speak of the mass of a
property. It might, perhaps, be truthfully said that, for any property x and any
moment of time t, the mass of x at t is zero. But if this were without qualifica-
tion relevant for the materiality or immateriality of properties, it would follow
that every property is immaterial—which does not seem right, or at least does
not seem to be the result that pertains to the most pertinent sense in which
properties can be said to be immaterial. But if not all properties are immate-
rial, if some are immaterial and others material, then what is it that “material
property” and “immaterial property” mean? Since the meanings of these expres-
sions cannot, then, involve the concept of mass in any direct way, those mean-
ings are not central meanings of “material” and “immaterial” but are mer'.ely
analogical and peripheral meanings. Here follow the definitions that.exhxblt
those meanings—definitions which presuppose, for the purposes of th1§ essay,
that properties are (a) properties of (subsistent) particulars, and (b) universals
(hence non-particulars):

D8 A material property is a property x which is such that no immaterial par-
ticular has x at any moment of time. . ‘

D9 An immaterial property is a property x which is such that some immate-
rial particular has x at some moment of time.

The first definition, D8, displays the precise relation which a c‘ertairll ana-
logical and peripheral meaning of “material”—namely the one given in the












213

objective, physical grounds—evaporates.® The problem can be put in terms of a
paradox:

On purely objective, physical grounds, the precise spatial location of a per-
sistent material particular x at a moment ¢ of time is the region RO(m(t, x), t)
of space, in other words: the region of space that is precisely occupied at
t by the matter of x at t. But every region R of space that is a candidate for
RO(m(t, x), t) contains empty space.’ Therefore, R is not precisely occupied
at t by the matter of x at t, and therefore R is not RO(m(t, x), t).

The best solution to this paradox, | submit, is that the precise spatial loca-
tion of a persistent material particular x at a given time t is not determined
on purely objective, physical grounds and is not RO(m(t, x), t). It is also deter-
mined by us and differs considerably from RO(m(t, x), t) (which, presumably,
does not exist as intended; cf. note 9). It is a certain irony of the history of phi-
losophy that Descartes called persistent material particulars—wholly material
ones in his eyes—res extensae, separating them from us, who—in his eyes—are
persistent wholly immaterial res cogitantes. It can, of course, hardly be denied
that persistent material particulars are extended, but their precise extension is
dependent not only on temperature and pressure but also on our deciding how
far they are extended, that is, on our deciding what counts as their territory
and what does not.'® Empty space is bound to be involved in that territory.
Since empty space is immaterial (i.e. wholly immaterial), it may, therefore,
be reasonably proposed that no persistent material particular is wholly
material,

9. HYLOMORPHIC FUNCTIONS AND THE IDENTITY
AND UNITY OF MATERIAL PARTICULARS

Every material particular x is represented by a hylomorphic function 9(x) as
follows:

The domain of 9(x) comprises the moments of time at which x exists, and
9(x) assigns values to those moments of time in the following manner:

(i) If t is a moment of time at which x exists and which is such that the
mass of x at t is greater than zero, then §(x)(t) = (m, f), where fis at
t the form of x, and m the matter that is at t in union with fin x (i.e.,

the matter of x at t).
(ii) If t is a moment of time at which x exists and which is such that the

mass of x at t is zero, then 9(x)(t) = (@.f), where fis at t the form of x,
and @ the empty set.

While clause (i) is always necessary, clause (ii) may not be necessary for a
given material particular (it is not necessary, for example, if x is a persistent
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There are other ways of interpreting the eschatological progress of the human
person. One might, for example, hold that the human person never coincides
with the integral human being but is always merely the integral human be-
ing's kernel, its soul. And one might hold that, whereas the human person is still
the same throughout its career, the integral human being that exists during T,
is not the same as the integral human being that exists during T,. Such other
interpretations are, however, rather more dualistic than classical Christian
hylomorphism.

. For the concept of an uninterruptedly persistent material particular, see note 3. Sim-

ply transpose what is said there to the case of a persistent immaterial particular
(as defined by Ds).

. Suppose “the property of being an immaterial particular” is a relevant singular

term. Hence (see section 1), the property of being an immaterial particular is (not the
Moon but) an existent property, that is, a property that exists at some moment of
time (by P0a and POb). But for a property to exist at some moment of time means
that some particular has that property at some moment of time. Hence, some
particular has the property of being an immaterial particular at some moment of
time; hence, it has that property at every moment of time (for, according to D5, the
property of being an immaterial particular is identical to the property of being a
particular with zero mass at any moment of its [the particular’s] existence, which
property is had at all moments of time if it is had at some). Hence, something is
(simpliciter) an immaterial particular.

. Nevertheless, themassofxatt+A(i.e.the quantity of the matter of xatt+ A} may well

be more or less the same as the mass of x at t (i.e. the quantity of the matter of
x att).

. Cf. Uwe Meixner, “The Non-Physicalness of Material Objects”, in Unity and Time in

Metaphysics, ed. Ludger Honnefelder, Edmund Runggaldier, and Benedikt Schick
(Berlin: DeGruyter, 2009), 47-51.

. This is what we find, and indeed it seems that it cannot be otherwise: If it were

otherwise, the density of x at t would be infinite, but, of course, the density of x at
tis not infinite. It is, therefore, not unreasonable to suspect that RO(m(t, x), t) does
not exist as intended (i.e. exists, but the singular term “RO(m(t, x), t)” is irrelevant—
and refers to the Moon; see section 1). But where, then, is matter? The difficulty of
locating matter is a not inconsiderable part of the mystery of matter.

Cf. Meixner, “The Non-Physicalness of Material Objects”, 51-55. '

A theory of the soul along these lines is developed in Uwe Meixner, The Two Szdgs
of Being. A Reassessment of Psycho-Physical Dudlism (Paderborn: Mentis, 2004), in
chapters VIII, IX, and X.

If this were true, then, in the present system, all admitted singular terms t}lat‘are
meant to designate an abstract entity (like “4”, “the Pythagorean thgorem ,“the
perfect circle”) would be irrelevant—and designate the Moon (see section 1).

Cf. Meixner, The Two Sides of Being, 85-121. '

Note that the thesis of the possibility of ontological idealism is not the thesis of the
truth of ontological idealism.

Cf. Uwe Meixner, “Materialism Does Not Save the Phenomena—and the Alterna-
tive Which Does”, in The Waning of Materialism, ed. Robert C. Koons and George
Bealer (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 418-422.

Note that the a posteriori argument shows that being spatially located does not
contradict immateriality (though not being spatially locatg:d contradxcts mate-
riality). But this is not as surprising as it may seem at first sight: Spatial regions,
too, are immaterial and spatially located.

See Uwe Meixner, “New Perspectives for a D
Causation”, Journal of Consciousness Studies 15 (2008): 17-22.

ualistic Conception of Mental
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