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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT
COMPOSITION, VAGUENESS, AND PERSISTENCE

This dissertation explores the conceptual relations among composition,
vagueness, and persistence; in light of those relations, it defends a three-dimensionalist
ontology.

Under which circumstances do some objects that exist at various times compose a
persisting object? The correct answer to this “successive composition question” should
entail that every possible persisting object has precise temporal boundaries and a precise
composition profile at every moment of its existence. This “precision constraint” follows
from a foundational commitment of this dissertation, namely, that vagueness is a
linguistic, i.e., non-ontological phenomenon.

The precision constraint disallows that all and only ordinary objects are persisting
things. Views that try to demarcate ordinary objects in terms of causal powers, lawful
behavior, continuity, etc. all breach the precision constraint. Other views adhere to the
precision constraint, but at too high costs. Compositional nihilism states that composition
never occurs, so that the only persisting objects are genuine atoms. On compositional
monism, the entire world is one big partless object.

The correct answer to the successive composition question is that, without
restriction, every time during which some xs exist is a time during which some y exists
where y is composed of the xs at the said times, and y does not exist at any other time.
This is the thesis of Diachronic Plenitude, so-named because it implies that every non-
empty spacetime region contains an object fitting exactly in that region. Most of these
objects are unrecognized in folk ontology, but everything recognized by folk ontology is
included in the plenitude. Every object has precise temporal boundaries and a precise
composition profile at every moment of its existence. What is often vague is which of
these sharp objects is the referent of a given singular expression; this is due to the
vagueness of a predicate that features in the expression.

Recent work on vagueness and persistence has it that Diachronic Plenitude either
precludes three-dimensionalism or renders it untenable. I show that these claims are false.
Against Theodore Sider, I argue that Diachronic Plenitude does not entail four-
dimensionalism. Against Achille Varzi, I argue that the ontology of a plenitude of three-
dimensional objects meets the precision constraint in exactly the same way as the
ontology of temporal parts. Against Mark Heller I argue that plenitudinarian three-
dimensionalism does not violate a tenable supervenience principle. Diachronic Plenitude
itself, regardless of whether it is combined with three- or four-dimensionalism, flouts the
supervenience of persistence on any base level facts, as it liberally allows all filled
spacetime regions to contain an object fitting in that region.

None of this would matter if Plenitudinarian Three Dimensionalism could not
solve traditional puzzles of constitution, so I show that it does. I then respond to Sider’s
objection from the possibility of time travel. I revise the foregoing ontology to allow
objects to be located at two different places at the same time and have their properties
relative to places as well as times.



