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Persons and Bodies develops and defends an account of persons and of the
relation between human persons and their bodies. Human persons are consti-
tuted by bodies, without being identical to the bodies that constitute
them-—just as, I argue, statues are constituted by pieces of bronze, say, with-
out being identical to the pieces of bronze that constitute them. The relation
of constitution, therefore, is not peculiar to persons and their bodies, but is
pervasive in the natural world.

According to the Constitution View of human persons, as I call it, a
human person is a person in virtue of having a narrowly-defined capacity for
a first-person perspective, and is a human person in virtue of being consti-
tuted by a human body (or human animal). The Constitution View aims to
give our animal natures their due, while recognizing what makes human
persons ontologically distinctive. The Constitution View contrasts with two
other leading accounts of human persons: Animalism and Immaterialism.
Like Animalism but unlike Immaterialism, the' Constitution View holds that
human persons are material beings; like Immaterialism but unlike Animal-
ism, the Constitution View holds that we are not identical to the animals that
constitute us. '

On the one hand, human persons are constituted by human animals, and
hence cannot escape their animal natures; on the other hand, there is more to
human persons than their animal natures. What sets human persons apart
from other animals has nothing to do with anything immaterial; rather what
sets us apart is the ability that underlies our asking, “What am I?” That abil-
ity is a first-person perspective. First-person perspectives may well be the
result of natural selection; but what is relevant here is not where they came
from, but what they are and the difference that they make in what there is.

So, there are two theoretical ideas needed for the Constitution View of
human persons: the idea of a first-person perspective, the property in virtue of
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which a being (human or not) is a person, and the idea of constitution, the
relation between a human person and her body.

Part I, “The Metaphysical Background” (Chapters 1-3), explores and
defends the two theoretical ideas, constitution and the first-person perspec-
tive. Part II, “The Constitution View Explained” (Chapters 4-6), uses these
two ideas to give an account of human persons. Part III, “The Constitution
View Defended” (Chapters 7-9), argues for the coherence of the general idea of
constitution-without-identity and the coherence of the application of that idea
to the notion of human persons; finally, it argues directly for the Constitu-
tion View by contrasting it with its competitors, Animalism and Immaterial-
ism. In greater detail: '

Chapter 1 sets out the task. Persons and Bodies will answer three ques-
tions: What I am most fundamentally? What is a person? How are human
persons related to their bodies?

Chapter 2 provides a technical account of the idea of constitution. The
basic idea of constitution is this: when certain kinds of things are in certain
kinds of circumstances, things of new kinds, with new kinds of causal
powers, come into existence. For example, when a certain combination of
chemicals is in a certain environments, a thing of a new kind—an organ-
ism—comes into existence. A world without organisms, even if it contained
the “right” combination of chemicals but in the “wrong” environment, would
not have the same things in it as a world with organisms. So, constitution
makes an ontological difference.

The relation of constitution is ubiquitous. It holds between rivers and
aggregates of water molecules, between genes and groups of DNA molecules,
between stop signs and octagonal pieces of metal. If x constitutes y at t, then
x and y are spatially coincident at t, but they not identical. Every individual
thing is of some primary kind (what it most fundamentally is). If x consti-
tutes y at t, then x and y have different persistence conditions, determined by
their primary kinds. Identity is a necessary relation; constitution is contin-
gent. (Indeed, I use the notion of constitution to solve problems that others
try to solve by notions of contingent identity, temporal identity, relative
identity and so on. The idea of constitution has an advantage over these other
views in that the idea of constitution does not compromise the classical
notion of identity in its strict Leibnizian form.) I provide a definition of ‘x
constitutes y at t’ in order to show that the idea of constitution-without-iden-
tity is both coherent and general. It is the metaphysical glue of the natural
world.

Let F and G be distinct primary kinds. An F constitutes a G only in
certain circumstances—different circumstances for different primary kinds.
Call the circumstances in which an F constitutes a G ‘G-favorable’ circum-
stances. Only in circumstances with certain laws and conventions in force
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does a piece of plastic constitute a driver’s license; only in circumstances
including organismic environment and perhaps even evolutionary history does
a conglomerate of cells constitute a human heart. G-favorable circumstances
are the milieu in which something can be a G. The G-favorable circumstances
are those necessary, but not sufficient, for something to be a G. Then, when
a suitable F is in G-favorable circumstances, it comes to constitute a G.
When a piece of marble is in statue-favorable circumstances, then it comes to
constitute a statue. What the statue-favorable circumstances are depends on
the correct theory of statues. Statue-favorable circumstances may involve the
existence of an artworld, the intentions of the sculptor, the appearance of the
piece of marble—whatever it takes for something to be a statue. Now we can
define ‘constitution.’

Let x have F as its primary kind, and y have G as its primary kind, where
F and G are distinct primary kinds.! Then:

(C) x constitutes y at t =df.
(a) x and y are spatially coincident at t; &
(b) xis in G-favorable circumstances at t; &

(c) OVzV¥t[(z has F as its primary kind & z is in G-favorable
circumstances at t) — Ju(u has G as its primary kind & u is
spatially coincident with z at t)]; &

@ <OIM{x exists at t & ~Iw[w has G as its primary kind & w is
spatially coincident with x at t})}; &

(e) Ify is immaterial, then x is also immaterial.

If X constitutes y at t, then x and y share many of their properties: x
weighs 100 1bs. at t if and only if y weighs 100 Ibs. at t; x is worth $10,000
at t if and only if y is worth $10,000 at t. Each of these properties has its
source in either x or y. If a piece of bronze constitutes a statue at t, then what -
exists at t is a statue-constituted-by-a-piece-of-bronze, whose weight has its
source in its being (constituted by) a piece of bronze, and whose value
(usually) has its source in its being a statue. This observation leads to the

! This is the definition that appears in Persons and Bodies. Unfortunately, it is not correct
as it stands. That F is x’s primary-kind property and that G is y’s primary-kind property
should be part of the definition, not an initial stipulation. 1 am grateful to Dean Zimmer-
man for correcting the definition, which should read, ‘x constitutes y at © = ‘There are
distinct primary-kind properties F and G, and G-favorable circumstances D such that )
x has F as its primary-kind property and y has G as its primary-kind property, &...(2) x
and y are spatially coincident at t, & ...[as above].’ See Zimmerman’s comment,
“Persons and Bodies: Constitation Without Mereology?”.
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notion of ‘having properties derivatively.’? The piece of bronze has its weight
nonderivatively; the statue has its weight derivatively. The statue has its
value nonderivatively; the piece of bronze has its value derivatively. To have
a property derivatively is to constitute, or be constituted by, something that
has the property independently of its constitution-relations. Only some prop-
erties are subject to being had derivatively. All this is spelled out in two defi-
nitions. The notion of having a property derivatively explains why if x and y
both weigh 100 Ibs. at t, and x and y are not identical, it does not follow that
there is an object that weighs 200 1bs. where x is at t.

The idea of constitution is decidedly nonreductive. As long as x constitutes
¥, x has no independent existence. If x continues to exist after the demise of y,
then x comes into its own, existing independently. (E.g., when a person dies,
leaving a corpse that no longer constitutes a person, the body comes to exist
independently.) But during the period that x constitutes y, “what the thing
really is”—y, constituted by x—is determined by the identity of y. So, what
is in front of you when you go to a museum is a statue (constituted, perhaps,
by a piece of bronze). What the thing most fundamentally is is a statue; but
it is constituted by a piece of bronze.

Chapter 3 develops the notion of a first-person perspective. A first-
person perspective is the ability to think of—to conceive of-——oneself in the
first-person without recourse to any name or description or demonstrative. A
first-person perspective is necessary for any form of self-consciousness, and is
sufficient for some forms of self-consciousness. Evidence that a being has a
first-person perspective comes from the person’s ability to think a thought
expressible as, e.g., “I wonder how I shall die.” The second occurrence of ‘I’
in a first-person sentence, with a psychological or linguistic verb and an
embedded first-person sentence indicates that the being has a first-person
perspective.

Nonhuman animals are conscious (some chimpanzees may even be able to
refer to themselves), but as far as we can tell, they do not have first-person
perspectives in the specified sense. They don’t wonder how they will die, or
hope that they have a painless death or any other such thing. I argue for the
irreducibility of the first-person perspective, and argue that other views of
self-consciousness (e.g., Rosenthal’s, Armstrong’s, Dennett’s) are inadequate.

Chapter 4 applies the notions of constitution and of a first-person
perspective to the issue of human persons. A person is a being with a
narrowly-defined capacity for a first-person perspective; a human person (at t)

*  Not all properties may be had derivatively. There are four classes of properties that are
excluded from being had derivatively: (i) alethic properties (e.g., being essentially F); (ii)
identity/constitution/existence properties (e.g., being identical to an F, constituting an F);
(iiii) properties rooted outside the times at which they are had (e.g., having been red); (iv)
hybrid properties that entail or are entailed by more than one primary-kind property (e.g.,
being a human person).

BOOK SYMPOSIUM 595



is a person constituted by a human body (at t). Human persons are essentially
embodied; they can never exist without some body or other, but they do not
necessarily have the bodies that in fact constitute them. E.g., it is possible
that parts of a person’s human body are replaced by bionic parts until the
person is no longer human; still the same person would continue to exist
(now constituted by a bionic body) as long as the first-person perspective
stayed intact.

So, although a human person cannot exist unembodied, she may come to
be constituted by a different body from the one that actually constitutes her. If
she came to be constituted by a bionic body, she would no longer be a human
person. But she would still be a person as long as she existed. A human
person is most fundamentally a person, not an animal—just as a bronze
statue is most fundamentally a statue, not a piece of bronze. Two separate
human persons that exist at the same time are individuated by their bodies. A
human person’s body at a time distinguishes her from all other separate
persons at that time.

A human person and the body that constitutes her are a unity, in the same
way that a bronze statue and the piece of bronze that constitutes it are a unity.
Unlike the statue, however, I have a first-person relation to my body. Proper-
ties that my body has nonderivatively are my properties derivatively. E.g., I
have the property of being left-handed and of having brown eyes derivatively;
the nonderivative bearer of these properties is my body. When I attribute to
myself such properties, I am thinking of myself-as-my-body. On the other
hand, I have the property of being employed or of having asked a question
nonderivatively; my body is the derivative bearer of these properties. When I
attribute to my body properties that I have nonderivatively, I am thinking of
my-body-as-myself.

Chapter S discusses the vexing problem of personal identity over time.
In virtue of what is a person P, at t, the same person as a person P, at t,? |
canvass candidate answers to this question, and show that each fails; (1)
sameness of person consists in sameness of body, (2) sameness of person
consists in sameness of living organism (Animalism), (3) sameness of
person consists in sameness of brain, (4) sameness of person consists in
psychological continuity, (5) sameness of person consists in sameness of
immaterial soul.

.Then, I discuss my own view: sameness of person consists in sameness of
first-person perspective. Alas, my own view does not provide an informative
criterion either. Although I can characterize noncircularly what it is to have a
first-person perspective at a time, I know of no noncircular characterization of
sameness of first-person perspective over time. Since nobody has an adequate
and informative criterion of personal identity over time, I conclude that there
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is no adequate and informative criterion of personal identity over time: Same-
ness of person is not reducible to sameness of anything nonpersonal.

Nevertheless, construing personal identity in terms of sameness of first-
person perspective has its advantages. First, it avoids problems besetting the
other views (e.g., species chauvinism, the duplication problem). Second, it
accords well with our self-understanding;: there is a fact of the matter whether
some future individual is I, and that fact of the matter does not depend on the
nonexistence of someone else. Finally, the idea of sameness of first-person
perspective ties what it is to be a person over time with what it is to be a
person in the first place.

Chapter 6 discusses the importance of personhood. Only persons can be
moral agents or rational agents. Persons have many cognitive and practical
abilities that beings lacking first-person perspectives lack. Only beings with
first-person perspectives can know that they are going to die; only such
beings can envisage alternative possibilities for their own futures, or seek
self-understanding. Only beings with first-person perspectives can have ideals
or can try to change themselves to conform better to their ideals. Human
persons are not only the products of evolution, but (unlike any other finite
beings) only human persons can deliberately change the course of evolu-
tion—not only by artificial breeding, but more directly by genetic engineer-
ing.

Chapter 7 defends the coherence of the general idea of constitution
(without identity) from a number of published criticisms. Here are two exam-
ples. First is the criticism that two things consisting of the same atoms
(e.g., a statue and a piece of bronze) cannot differ in kind; this criticism is
answered by a discussion of essential properties. Second is the criticism from
counting: that if x is spatially coincident with y, and x # y, and x is a statue
and y is a statue, then where x is there are two statues. The second criticism
is answered by a discussion of the distinction between having a property
derivatively and having a property nonderivatively. Also, Chapter 7 discusses
criticisms stemming from mereology and supervenience.

Chapter 8 defends the coherence of the application of the idea of consti-
tution to human persons. I discuss the misleading conception of constitution
(which T have spelled out in detail) as mere coincidence of two different
things, another version of the “how many” problem, and a charge of linguis-
tic incoherence stemming from the reference of ‘I’. I show at length that the
Constitution View has a coherent account of the relation between an early-
term fetus and the person that it comes to constitute later. Finally, I reply to
a counterexample concerning ghosts made of ectoplasm.

Chapter 9 concludes the book with reasons to accept the Constitution
View. It really is a materialistic view. It can accomplish almost everything
that an immaterialist wants without the burden of immaterialism. It takes
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persons seriously in a specified sense: Being a person is relevant to the
fundamental kind of individual that one is; elimination of any person would
be elimination of an individual; having mental states is relevant to what a
person is. No other materialist view takes persons seriously in all three of
these respects.

The Constitution View of human persons explains how it is that,
although we are set apart from the rest of nature by our first-person perspec-
tives, we are still animals. Hence, the Constitution View locates human
persons in the material world. Moreover, the Constitution View of human
persons brings with it a general account of material beings. Everything in the
material world is either a fundamental particle or is constituted by aggregates -
of fundamental particles. But it does not follow that every object is reducible
to—or identical to—the aggregates of particles that constitute it. Here lies the
novelty of the notion of constitution-without-identity: The Constitution
View supports materialism while allowing for an ontological pluralism that
honors the genuine variety of kinds of individuals in the world.
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