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The Proposed Answer 85

unlike the stability of the population of a jail. The stability of a typical
social organization, whether it is an organization like the jail or like the
club or something intermediate between these two rather unusual ex-
tremes, is a dynamic stability. Some groups of people—one would not
call them organizations—display a purely static stability. One might cite
passengers trapped in a bus buried by a landslide (a case of stability
imposed upon the members of a group by boundary conditions), or the
inhabitants of a village that has lost its economic raison d’étre, who stay
on out of a disinclination to move, despite the fact that they do not much
care for one another and are wholly lacking in civic esprit de corps (a case
of stability due to the inertia of the individual members of the group). The
stability of our club in no way resembles the stability of the trapped
passengers or the apathetic villagers.

In describing our imaginary club, I have talked as if there really were
(in the story) such a thing as the club, a thing that persists through all its
changes of membership. But it is arguable that I need not have talked
that way. One might suspect that I could have laid out the same imagi-
nary state of affairs by talking only of individual people and the causal
relations they bear to one another and their common resolution that this
set of relations shall continue in a more or less stable way, shall at any
given future time be instantiated by some suitable set of people. Should 1
have left anything out if I had described matters with such ontological
caution? That is a good question. In Section 12, I shall take up the
corresponding question about lives and living organisms.

Let us now modify slightly the story of our club. The members of the
club are, of course, human beings and are conscious and the possessors
of intentional states. Let us replace them with unconscious automata,
machines that never, literally speaking, intend anything. But let us sup-
pose that in order effectively to predict the behavior of these machines,
one would have to adopt toward them what Daniel Dennett calls the
“intentional stance” and treat them as if they were members of a club
and were cooperating in the endeavor to carry out the prescriptions of a
constitution like the one I have imagined. In order to suppose this, we
must suppose that there are many automata which are not "members of
the club” and which are suitable for forcible induction. But let us change
one feature of our story that pertains to this. Let us replace our press-
gangs with hunting parties: parties of automata that are sent out not to
find new members (for we now imagine that the ambient free automata
are physically unsuited for membership) but to obtain parts—nuts and
bolts and diodes and so on.3! When such a hunting party returns with a
captured “"wild” automaton, the club does not attempt to induct it.
Rather, it is taken apart and various of its components and subassem-
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The Proposed Answer 89

stituted by the activities of the same objects—by saying that a wave is not
a jealous event. Lives, however, are jealous. It cannot be that the activities
of the xs constitute at one and the same time two lives. Lives are, in fact,
so jealous that only in certain special cases can two lives overlap: Only in
certain special cases can there be xs and ys such that the activity of the
xs constitutes a life and the activity of the ys constitutes a life and the xs
are not identical with the ys and, for some zs, the zs are among both the
xs and the ys. The only clear case, in fact, is the case in which one of the
lives is subordinate to the other, as the life of one of my cells is subordi-
nate to my life. (A case, that is, in which the activity of the xs constitutes a
life and the activity of the ys constitutes a life and the ys are properly
among the xs. And the only possible case of this kind, I think, would be
the case in which the activity of the ys constitutes the life of a cell and the
activity of the xs constitutes the life of a multicellular organism. I doubt
whether there could possibly be xs and ys such that the activity of the xs
constitutes a life, the ys are properly among the xs, and the activity of the
ys constitutes the life of, say, a hamster.) The case of Alice and Beatrice
that figured in our discussion of Fusion in Section 6 might be thought to
show that it is possible for two lives to overlap without one’s being
subordinate to the other, but I think that this shows only that it is
possible for the vague haloes of influence that surround lives to overlap.
We shall return to this matter in Section 19.

If we think about the kind of activity that a life—as opposed to, say, a
wave—imposes on the particles of matter whose activities constitute it,
it is not surprising that lives are jealous events. When two waves impinge
upon the same water molecules, the activities that each demands of
those molecules, in order to secure its passage through the region the
molecules occupy, sum neatly according to the rules of vector addition.
No such automatic tolerance of one another’s activities is possible for
lives, however. A wave contributes energy to the particles of a fluid and
then collects that same energy once more as it passes. (All this is meta-
phor, of course. A wave is a moving agent only in the sense in which the
locus of disturbance in a row of falling dominoes is a moving agent. And
energy is not a stuff.) A life, on the other hand, does not simply deposit
and withdraw sequentially an invariant sum of energy from a series of
"banks,” like a nervous traveler making his way in stages across dan-
gerous country. A life takes the energy it finds and turns it to its own
Purposes. If a wave is a nervous but law-abiding traveler, a life is a
brigand. (This is obviously metaphor, but the metaphorical features of
this comparison go deeper than its colorful surface: A life is no more a
moving agent than a wave is. When our disembodied intellect sees a life
48 a moving storm, what it is seeing is the motion of the locus of a kind of
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swells—at the same moment as that at which their activity constituted
two waves. No such possibility seems to exist in respect of lives and
organisms.) There are philosophers who will say this: My body and I are
both organisms and, at any given time, have all the same proper parts
(this case is logically similar to the case of the lump of gold and the gold
statue). But, as I have said, I do not understand this sort of use of ‘body’".

If, therefore, the particles of matter whose activities constitute lives
thereby compose objects, it seems reasonable to identify the objects they
compose with the objects ordinarily called organisms and to suppose
that, for any xs, if the activity of those xs constitutes a life, then those xs
compose exactly one organism. (This is a fortunate result, for, as an
examination of the formal truths about composition laid down in Sec-
tion 5 will show, the logic of parthood and composition is much simpler
and more intuitive if Uniqueness is true.) We may note that if our answer
to the Special Composition Question is correct, and if a thing is an
organism just in the case that it is composed of objects whose activity
constitutes a life, then the following biconditional (which is of the right
logical form to be an answer to the General Composition Question) is
true: IR B L I L O R ST EANRR TP

The xs compose y if and only if noL il

vy is an organism and the activity of the xs constitutes the life of y.

But this biconditional cannot in fact serve as an answer to the General
Composition Question. SRR e

Consider the harmless- lookmg little word ‘of’. It is this word and not
the showier ‘organism’ that does the work that is required to turn our
answer to the Special Composition Question into something formally
suitable to be an answer to the General Composition Question. That
‘organism'’ does no work toward that end can be seen from the fact that
we could just as well have written the right-hand constituent of the
biconditional like this: ‘the activity of the xs constitutes the life of y’. But
we cannot eliminate ‘of’ from this sentence—or only in favor of an
essentially equivalent device, like the possessive case or some phrase
containing ‘have’. Now, what does ‘of mean here? Just this, I think: ‘x is
the life of y' means 'there are zs such that the activity of those zs
constitutes x and x is a life and the zs compose y'. Therefore, although |
am willing to grant that the biconditional displayed above is true, I am
unwilling to describe it as a satisfactory answer to the General Composi-
tion Question, for it contains, in disguised form, a mereological term.

We shall in the next five sections take up the question of the correct-
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object is made, or the energetic replenishment and reorganisation
| of the material which is constantly flowing through it. The sub-
stances from which a marble statue is made are stably bonded
together, so that the object retains not only its shape but its original
material. The configuration of a fountain, on the other hand, is
intrinsically unstable, and it can retain its shape only by endlessly
renewing the material which constitutes it; that is, by organising
and imposing structure on the unremitting flow of its own sub-
stance. Statues preserve their shapes; fountains perform and re-
perform theirs.

The persistence of a living organism is an achievement of the
same order as that of a fountain. The material from which such an
object is made is constitutionally unstable; it can maintain its con-
figuration only by flowing through a system which is capable of
reorganising and renewing the configuration from one moment to
the next. But the engine which keeps a fountain aloft exists indepen-
dently of the watery form for which it is responsible, whereas the
engine which supports and maintains the form of a living organism
is an inherent part of its characteristic structure.

The fact that the mechanisms responsible for maintaining life are
virtually indistinguishable from the structures they support is one
of the reasons why it took so long to identify their existence. Even
primitive biologists knew that the maintenance of life was a strenu-
ous labour, but in the ancient world work was invariably performed
by laborious devices, so that when human beings first began to
speculate about their own characteristic ‘go’, they understandably
sought the explanation in the most unremittingly strenuous parts of
the living body: those organs that seemed to go on their own, those
physiological actions whose very spontaneity suggested that they
were the prime movers of the living process. For more than 2,000
years, the heart, blood and lungs were regarded as the principal
agents of life. Modern biology came into existence only with the
recognition that the vital impetus was distributed throughout the
living tissues of the body, and that the heart, lungs and blood, far
from being responsible for life, were kept alive by biochemical pro-
cesses which they shared with all other structures of the living
body 33

In connection with Miller's comparison of a living organism to a foun-
tain, it is interesting to remark that the fountains that are ourselves flow a
good deal faster than one might suppose. The ‘rate of flow" is different
for different types of tissue; to take one example, only about half the
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