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Material Being and the Survival of Death
A Dilemma for the Religiously Oriented Materialist

Abstract: The nature of (human) persons has become an issue at the forefront of the debate between
religion and a modern scientific worldview. Contemporary philosophy of mind is decidedly physicalistic
in its approach. Some religiously oriented philosophers have sought to show some conceptual unification
between religious doctrine and physicalist philosophy of mind. One of the central doctrines of many
religious systems is that human persons survive death. After considering a standard objection to many
types of materialist accounts of human persons, | focus my discussion on Peter van Inwagen’s proposed
material ontology of human persons and how his position relates to the doctrine of life after death. I find
van Inwagen’s proposal does not fall to this standard objection. However, van Inwagen’s attempt to show
his materialism and the doctrine of the survival of death consistent makes clear the necessary falsehood of
his material ontology regarding human persons. This result suggests a serious dilemma for the religiously
oriented materialist regarding persons.

A focus of contemporary philosophy of mind has been to analyze “folk psychology” into
a purely physicalistic vocabulary, or to show how mentalist terms such as desire, belief, or
intention can be understood within a materialist framework. The substantive truth claims of
religious doctrines pose special challenges for this enterprise. One of the central doctrines of
many religious systems is that human persons survive death. Many religiously minded
materialist philosophers have attempted to understand this doctrine from within their physicalist
approach. Their goal is not to show the doctrine false, but to explain how it can be true.

A standard objection, what | will call the duplication objection, as been applied forcefully
to materialist views of persons or minds. However, as | argue, Peter van Inwagen’s materialist
proposal survives this standard objection. After explaining the objection, | will present van
Inwagen’s proposal and show why it does not fall to the problem of duplication.

However, van Inwagen’s attempt to show his materialism and the doctrine of the survival

of death consistent makes clear the necessary falsehood of his material ontology regarding

human persons in that it entails the possibility of an impossible state of affairs." Furthermore,
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any view that entails the possible truth of van Inwagen’s approach, or that has an entailment
analogous to van Inwagen’s approach, will fall to the same objection. This result suggests a
serious problem for conceptual unification in this area. The religiously oriented materialist is
caught between the horns of a dilemma. One’s view regarding human persons must be robust
enough to account for personal identity over time, but at the same time must not entail the
possibility of what is impossible.
The Standard Objection

An employment of to duplication objection begins with the principle of the necessity of
metaphysical identity.

PNMI: If an object O; at time t; is identical to an object O, at time t,, then object Oy is
necessarily identical to object Os.

I will not offer here an argument to support this principle. This is partly because van Inwagen
accepts the principle and so it is not a point of contention for my analysis of his proposal. More
importantly, I cannot find any premises more clearly true than this principle from which to argue
for it. Finally, relative notions of metaphysical, or numerical, identity are simply unacceptable.®

Given the necessity of metaphysical identity, it is impossible for an object at one time t to
be numerically identical to two metaphysically distinct objects at some other time t*.  Since
identity is transitive, it is impossible of three purported objects {A, B, C}, that A be identical to
B, and A be identical to C, and B not be identical to C. However, according to the duplication
objection, many materialist views of mind allow for this possibility. Since any proposition that
entails a necessary falsehood is itself necessarily false, and these materialist views of mind entail
that what is impossible is possible, such materialist views of mind must be necessarily false.

For example, on a simple substantivalist physicalism, personal identity resides in the

material simples that make up the body, or some portion thereof. However, the simples that



Society of Christian Philosophers Material Being and the Survival of Death
Paific Regional Meeting: Feb. 148, 2006

make up the body are constantly changing and the body of person p at tsmet identical to
thebody of p attime4 Given enough time, no simples are shared by the bodyaaidt the body
at b. Assuming material simples are not annihilated, it is logically possiblghiesbody at £ be
reconstructed abt It is logically possible, on thisiew then, that two numerically distinct
bodies, body and body, exist at §, and that p be identical to both bodies. This is an
impossibility.

This problem also arises if one rejects a substantivalist physicalisnregtrd to
personal identity andrgues that what unifies a person diachronically is not material but that
which OridesO on the material simples. On this understanding personglislamqiiychological
and not a biological or physical feature of human persons. What constitutes pedeorniay
over time is a relation R between bits of psychological informati®uch a relation amounts to
the transfer of psychological information over time.

However, no R relating bits of informatidhor properties, propositional attitudes, or the
likeN has been shown to survive the duplication objection. For example, John Locke suggests
memory as the relevant relation. On his account, psychological informaticamisférred over
time via memory resulting in continuity of consciousness and so ityeritperson. If
psychological information can be transferred then | see no logical imposstbiit the same
information or such be copi€dindeed, it is hard to see what the difference would be between
transferring psychological content and copythgt content and subsequently annihilating the
original. But, if at time 1 the psychological information that is pOs personal identity is copied,
then any number of identical pOs apd p and g and p, etc., could be created at timgaind
every one bthese pOs would have equal claim to identity with x even though clearly none of

them would be identical with each other, violating the transitivity of idgntit



