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HUMANS AS A COMPOSITE SUBSTANCE II 
 
I. Mental Properties and States and What They Say about Us 

 
A. Mental states are characterized by the inner, subjective natures and are 

made present to us by first-person introspection (cf., seeing vs. the eye)  
 

B. Types of mental states; 
1. Sensations – state of awareness about external (e.g., trees) or internal 

(e.g., anger) things. 
2. Thoughts – true of false propositions about things (c.f., sentences, which 

express, but are not identical with, thoughts) 
3. Beliefs – a person’s view of how things really are 
4. Desires – a felt inclination to do, have, avoid, or experience certain things 
5. Acts of will – an exercise of active power to do something, the elective 

power of the will 
 

C. Features of mental states: 
1. Intrinsic, conscious feel (e.g., “what It is like”) 
2. Usually intentional (they are about things) 
3. Internal and private; known by first-person, direct introspection 
4. Constituted of self-presenting properties—you can only be aware of 

external realities by means of mental states, but mental states are directly 
experienced 

5. Different than physical properties (e.g., some mental states vague, others 
pleasurable, familiarity, etc.) 

 
D. Three arguments for fundamental differences in physical and mental 

properties 
1. Non-identical properties (see features above) 
2. Knowledge argument: illustration – a neurologist, blind from birth, with 

complete knowledge of the brain suddenly gains ability to see; different 
nature of knowledge of facts (e.g., the first-person experience of seeing 
redness) proves non-identity of mental vs. physical states. Note: three 
kinds of knowledge (each of which experienced in a new way by 
neurologist): 

i. Knowledge by acquaintance – knowledge by direct awareness (does 
not require linguistic proficiency) 

ii. Propositional knowledge – knowledge by affirmation or denial of 
propositions (requires linguistic proficiency) 

iii. Know-how – the ability to do something 
3. Intentionality 

a. Argument stated: Some mental states have intentionality; no physical 
state has intentionality; therefore, those mental states with 
intentionality are not physical 
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b. Nature of intentionality (in proof of (1)) 
i. Mental acts represented to the self are not associated with sense 

data 
ii. Intentionality unrestricted with regard to terminal object 
iii. Self-reflection required to grasp mental acts 
iv. Intentional state and terminal object internally related 
v. Intentionality can relate to non-existent things 
vi. Intentional states intensional (equals cannot be substituted for 

equals while guaranteeing preservation of truth value); physical 
states are extensional (equals can be substituted for equals while 
guaranteeing preservation of truth value) 

c. The physicalist objection 
i. Stated: Intentionality can be reduced to causal relations (e.g., “I am 

thinking of a dog” = object x is presented to me and produces a 
certain brain state (“thinking of a dog”)), that is, internal states and 
outputs stand in causal relations to one another 

ii. Response – Searle’s “Chinese Room”: a man is locked in room with 
a basket of Chinese symbols he does not understand and a manual 
(he does understand) on how to manipulate those symbols; 
manuals are passed to him, and he manipulates the symbols 
accordingly; for those who understand Chinese, outputs = 
“answers”, and symbols passed into the room = “questions”; 
suggests man appears to understand Chinese when he doesn’t. 

iii. Explanation: Suggests it is possible to imitate understanding, but 
imitation does not equal identification. Understanding is intentional, 
imitation may not be (cf. computers; they imitate understanding but 
do not possess it) 

 
E. Immaterial property of mental states are kind-defining, thus, persons with 

mental states must be entities composed of dual substances 
1. Mental states are necessarily such that there is no possible world in which 

they could exist and (1) be ownerless and (2) belong to someone else; 
generalized: mental states are modes of the self (emergent properties are 
not modes of their owners) 

2. Any change in x so that it exemplifies F presupposes x’s potentiality to 
exemplify F. All things are constituted by their actual and potential 
properties; thus the capacity to exemplify a change in mental state 
presupposes a really existing potential to exemplify immaterial properties, 
which is best understood from a substance-dualist perspective 

 
II. Substance Dualism and Absolute Personal Identity 

 
The absolute view of personal identity is the notion that “persons sustain a 
primitive, absolute unity of the self at a time and absolute, real sameness through 
various kinds of changes.” (170) 
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A. Conceivability, Possibility, and the Modal Argument 
1. Centrality of conceivability tests in metaphysical question of personal 

identity – demonstrate properties that are (not) necessary for personal 
identity 

a. Strong vs. weak conceivability (e.g., square triangles vs. life on other 
planets) 

b. Conceivability not infallible 
2. Argument from modality 

a. Stated: 
i. The law of identity: if m is identical to n, then whatever is true of m 

is true of n and vice versa 
ii. I can strongly conceive of myself as existing disembodied 
iii. If I can strongly conceive of some state of affairs s such that s 

possibly obtains, then I have good grounds for believing of s that s 
is possible 

iv. Therefore, I have good grounds for believing of myself that it is 
possible for me to exist and be disembodied 

v. If some entity m is such that it is possible for m to exist without n, 
then (a) m is not identical to n and (b) n is not essential to m. 

vi. My body is not such that it is possible to exist disembodied; that is, 
my body is essentially my body 

vii. Therefore, I have good grounds for believing of myself that I am not 
identical to my body and that my physical body is not essential to 
me. 

b. Objections 
i. I can conceive of myself as being identical to my brain or body; 

response, confuses conception of self as identical with the body to 
conception of self as metaphysically integrated with the body 

ii. A thing’s natural kind is essential to it; animality is a part of the 
natural kind of personhood; embodiment is essential to animality; 
thus, embodiment is essential to personhood; response, all 
argument requires is capacity for embodiment as essential to 
personhood (BUT must be consistent and insist the same is true for 
animality! – Morrison) 

iii. Our conception about the possibility of disembodiment is incorrect; 
response, possibility of fallibility granted, but does not necessarily 
falsify. Requires a demonstration of the source of error (cf. OBEs) 

 
B. The Identity of Physical Artifacts through Change 

1. An example: a ship (an artifact) has its parts progressively replaced; the 
old parts are saved; eventually all of the ships parts have been replaced? 
Is this the same ship? Eventually, the old parts are reassembled? Which 
ship (if either) is the original? 

2. Four implications 
a. Physical artifacts do not maintain absolute identity through change 
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b. Physical artifacts have, at best, a “popular” identity though change; that 
is, the object is the sum of its temporal parts, thus 

i. The temporal parts of physical artifacts are united by a relation that 
exists between each physical part unique to the artifact—
genidentity 

ii. Physical artifacts do not exist wholly from the beginning to their 
destruction; they do not exist through time—mereological 
essentialism 

c. Artifactual identity is somewhat arbitrary and subject to change (when 
does the ship become a new ship?) 

d. Artifacts cannot have had a different temporal origin and still be the 
same artifact (cf. substances, which can) 

 
C. Three Views of Personal Identity 

1. Absolute view 
a. Common sense view 
b. Persons differ from artifacts in that persons maintain absolute identity 

through change and artifacts do not (persons do not have temporal 
parts, and thus Leibniz’ Law does not challenge this view based on an 
appeal to past, present, and future) 

c. Personal identity non-degreed (that is, absolute) 
d. Personal identity is a primitive notion and cannot be broken down into 

more basic parts that constitute it 
e. Best understood in a substance dualist framework 

2. Body view (Empiricism view #1) 
a. Persons are property-things like artifacts, and thus personal identity is 

degreed (a person can be more or less the same after change) 
b. Personal identity is not primitive and can be defined in the degree of 

the “sameness” of the body 
c. No substantial soul or ego 
d. Personal identity remains as mental states change because mental 

states are attached to the “same” body (raised question – what 
constitutes the “sameness” of the body; no consensus) 

3. Memory view (Empiricist view #2) 
a. Persons are property-things like artifacts, and thus personal identity is 

degreed (a person can be more or less the same after change) 
b. Personal identity is not primitive and can be defined in the continuity of 

various psychological factors 
c. No substantial soul or ego 
d. Personal identity remains as mental states change because the 

various mental states are “internally connected” by means such as 
memory; memories do not provide epistemological criteria for 
determining sameness; memories provide the ontological basis for 
sameness 
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D. Arguments for the Absolutist View 
1. Basic experience of the self – different experiences at different times still 

seem to be experienced  by the same “I” 
2. Irreducibility of first person experience to third person language – a 

complete third-person description of reality still leaves out a significant 
portion of true information (e.g., cannot account for indexical information) 

3. Fear of future pain and punishment for past deeds – if personal identity 
does not persist through time, the “I” of future or past events is not 
identical with the “I” of present events; but then, there is no justification for 
fear of future pain (since “I” will not experience that pain, “someone else” 
will) or retribution for past misconduct (since “I” did not commit the crime, 
“someone else” did) 

4. Rationality and thought processes – rationality requires discursive thought, 
which is necessarily temporal; but if there is persistent “I,” then there is no 
“I” that can engage in discursive thought, and those, no “I” can be rational 

5. Switch cases – It seems “I” could be put in “someone else’s” body, thus 
proving that “I” am not identical to my body, memories, etc. (Morrison 
disagrees with this premise.) 

6. Specific problems in empiricist positions 
a. Against empiricism generally: since property-things cannot have 

different temporal origins and still be the same thing (see II.B.2.d), it 
seems a person could not have been born at a different time than they 
actually were  

b. Against the body view: 
i. Knowledge of self is possible without empirical verification 
ii. Demon possession disproves “same body, same person” empirical 

thesis 
iii. Knowledge of self is incorrigible, which presupposes direct 

acquaintance with the self before ascribing to it a given body; it 
seems you could mistakenly ascribe a body to your self 

c. Against the memory view 
i. Memory presupposes, not constitutes identity (If memories 

constitute the “I,” then what makes the “I” and “I” now, since 
memories are of a past event?) 

ii. It seems the “same” memories could be held by two or more 
“persons,” but on the memory view, the two persons would thereby 
be the same person. 

 
E. Arguments against the Absolutist View 

1. Hume: We are never aware of an “I,” only of sense data (“I think, therefore 
I am,” ought to be “There are thoughts, therefore something is”); but 

a. Empericists only consider sensation, but we are aware of ourselves 
directly through other means (viz., as the owners of thoughts, beliefs, 
the ones who will, etc.) 

b. Awareness of “streams” of sensory input seems to presuppose an 
awareness of an “I” experiencing said “streams” 
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c. Morrison: First-person sensations not identical with third-person 
description of physical properties associated with sensations, but first-
person language presupposes an “I” 

2. Other Minds: If we are identical to an immaterial substance, then since we 
only know of others through their bodies, we can never know that other 
minds exist; moreover, since first-person data is private and non-
communicable, we can never know of another “I”l but 

a. Objection does not apply to Thomistic view in which “person” is 
identical to body-soul composite 

b. No warrant for holding such skepticism, since skepticism may be 
logically possible given absolutism, but not logically entailed by it (note: 
also proper response to arguments for solipsism generally) 

3. Ockham’s Razor: an immaterial soul could just be a bundle of experiences 
at a time and a persisting “I” could just be a series of discrete and 
connected souls; but 

a. Ignores metaphysical arguments presented above that presuppose 
reality of the soul 

b. The soul is not postulated as an answer to philosophical questioning; 
rather, you are directly aware of your soul 


