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Abstract: I offer two solutions to the standard problem for coincident objects. Both rely on the notion of 

metaphysical ground. The first solution argues that despite sharing the same parts, the two objects do not 

share the same grounds. The second solution argues that the difference between the two coincident objects 

can be explained using structures of metaphysical dependence. I argue for a form of metaphysical externalism 

and against a mereological approach to the metaphysics of objects, and argue that the differing formal 

properties of ground vs. part-hood yield an expansion of explanatory resources when coping with the 

standard problem. 

 

I. Introduction: The Standard Problem for Coincident Objects 

 Consider a statue of a nude and the lump of clay that forms the statue.  Suppose that the statue and 

the clay come into and go out of existence at the very same moments.  Here's the first question: “Is there one 

thing, or two?”  Is there just a statue/clay, or are there two things – a statue of a nude and a lump of clay?  

The statue and the clay appear to have different properties.  The clay can survive being crushed, the statue 

cannot.  Even if the clay is never actually crushed, it still has the property of possibly existing post-crushing.  

We might represent this property as λx(possible that: x is a flattened lump).  The statue, the actual statue, 

does not have this property.  By Leibniz's Law, the statue of the nude and the lump of clay are distinct.  

There are two objects.  Reason like these (and others) have driven philosophers to claim that there are two 

things in cases like the statue and the clay.1 

																																																													
1 “Two-thingers” include Baker[2000], Wiggins[1968, 1980], and others.  



 “Two-thingers” – those who believe that there is both a statue and a lump of clay, and that the two 

are numerically distinct - have faced a metaphysical difficulty so well-known it has come to be referred to as 

“the standard problem”.2  The statue and the clay have different properties.  We now ask, “What is the 

metaphysical source of the difference between the statue and the clay?”  Surely, the difference between the 

two is not metaphysically basic.  “The lump has F” and “the statue does not have F” are not fundamental 

facts about the universe.  They have their source in something else, something metaphysically more 

fundamental.  However, it’s difficult to see what this something else might be.  The statue and the lump are 

composed of exactly the same particles, after all.  They have all the same parts.  The question is not easy to 

answer.  Some (e.g. Wasserman[2002]) consider it the problem for the fan of coincident objects.   

 Of course, one might respond to the problem by denying that there are two things.  Perhaps there is 

just the lump of clay, or more drastically just the particles.  Bennett[2004] argues that primitivism is the only 

option for the fan of coincident objects, who must admit that it is a primitive fact that the statue has this 

modal profile while the lump has that one.  In this paper, I'd like to propose some new options for the fans 

of coincident objects – for the two-thingers.  I’ll propose two new solutions to the standard problem.  Both 

solutions rely on a relation of metaphysical ground.  The driving thought behind my solution is that, despite 

being composed of the same particles, the statue and the clay do not derive their being from the same 

metaphysical source.  I hypothesize that the same can be said for all cases of coincident objects. 

 

II. Metaphysical Ground 

 Consider the following metaphysical claims: 

-Water expands when frozen in virtue of the crystalline lattice structure formed by slow-

moving H2O molecules. 

																																																													
2 The problem has also been called ‘the supervenience objection’ (Rea[1997]), ‘the problem of grounding’ 
(Zimmerman[1995]), and ‘the indiscernibility problem’ (Olson[2001]).  For discussion cf. Bennett[2004], 
Wasserman[2002], Rea [1997], Baker [2000], Olson[2001], Sider [1999] and Shoemaker [1999].  I believe that the 
‘standard problem’ terminology originates with Wasserman[2002].  



-It is wrong to eat animals because the practice causes unnecessary pain and suffering. 

  -The sphere is colored in virtue of the fact that it is blue. 

  -Bob is sitting or standing in virtue of the fact that he is sitting. 

These “in virtue of” claims express a relation of metaphysical ground. The groundees are the way they are 

because, or in virtue of, the way the grounders are.  Ground is a relation of metaphysical priority. Intuitively, 

some entities, properties, or facts are metaphysically prior to, and more fundamental than, others. The 

grounded derive their being from that which grounds. 

 Ground can be construed as a relation between many types of relata.   The relation might hold 

between objects, between properties, between facts, or even across categories.  I don't wish to take a stand on 

what the “true” relata of grounding are (if there such a thing there be).  I will talk about both “the grounds of 

the statue” and “the grounds of the fact that the statue exists”.  I don’t intend much to turn on this choice; I 

use both locutions for several reasons.  The first reason is neutrality – I don’t want to talk a stand on whether 

grounding the statue itself (an object) is a better approach than grounding the fact that the statue exists (a 

fact).  The second reason is convenience.  It’s less cumbersome to talk about the grounds of the clay than to 

talk about grounds of the fact that the clay exists.   

 I won't argue for the claim that grounding is a respectable philosophical notion.  Others have argued 

the case better than I could (Cf. Fine[2012, 2001], Rosen[2010], and Schaffer[2009, 2010]).  I do believe that 

grounding is a respectable philosophical notion.  It earns its keep through the explanatory unity it offers in 

the various philosophical projects in which it has been employed (examples can be found among the essays in 

Correia and Schneider[2012]).  But I won’t argue for the legitimacy of ground talk here.  My ambitions are 

more limited.  I'll argue that if grounding is a respectable notion, then it offers resources that yield a 

satisfactory solution to the standard problem. 

 



III. Roadmap 

 Before exploring my solution to the standard problem, I'd like to offer a roadmap of the paper.  

Overall, my solution is quite simple.  I plan to argue that in cases of coincident objects, the grounds for the 

existence of the two objects are different.  The difference in grounds explains why the objects have different 

properties. 

 The difference in grounds between two coincident objects can come in two varieties – internal and 

external.  The distinction between internal and external grounds is rough and ready.  Two objects x and y 

have different external grounds when the difference in ground stems from how things other than x and y are.  

For example, a given psychological or neural state's being a representation of flies, rather than of small-

moving-black-objects, might be grounded in the evolutionary history of the species in which the 

psychological or neural state occurs.  I take this evolutionary history to be external to the psychological or 

neural state, and thus an external rather than an internal ground.  Two objects x and y have different internal 

grounds when the difference in ground stems from how x and y, and not things outside x and y, are.  A 

difference in shape or mass between x and y yield different internal grounds for, say, the terminal velocity of x 

and y. 

 No important argumentative or dialectical point in the paper turns on the distinction between 

internal and external grounds.  Instead, the distinction serves a useful organizational purpose.  I'll first discuss 

how to answer the standard problem using differences in external grounds (sections IV-VIII), then I'll explain 

how to answer using differences in internal grounds (section IX). 

 External grounds will be used to solve the standard problem in three cases: (i) the statue and the clay, 

(ii) the motor and the metal, and (iii) Everest and Mounty.  The statue and the clay, discussed in section IV 

(“The Statue and the Clay”), will be dealt with first.  In some sense, it is  the “easy case”.  The solution for the 

statue and the clay is specific.  One might worry that the solution does not generalize, and therefore does not 

offer a generic solution to the standard problem. In section V (“The Motor and the Metal”), I'll offer a similar 



solution for the motor and the metal, thereby demonstrating that the solution generalizes more than one 

might have thought. 

 In section VI (“Everest and Mounty”) deals with a third, and harder, case.  Sections VII 

(“Metaphysical Externalism”) and VIII (“Metaphysical Externalism, Mereology, and the Standard Problem”) 

draw some lessons from the specific cases and solutions offered in sections IV-VI.  I describe a general 

metaphysical thesis – Metaphysical Externalism – that offers the explanatory resources to answer the standard 

problem. 

 Section IX (“Grounding Structures”) explores a second and independent solution to the standard 

problem, a solution that can operate purely on internal grounds.  The basic idea there is that the structure of 

grounding relations that support a given thing might play an important explanatory role. 

 

IV. The Statue and the Clay 

 Following Gibbard[1975], let’s dub the statue of a nude ‘Goliath’ and the lump of clay ‘Lumpl’.  We 

consider a case of permanent coincidence: Goliath and Lumpl come into and out of existence at exactly the 

same time.  The sculptor created the clay at the same time as the statue, and incinerated them both 

simultaneously in a fit of artistic rage some years later.  Let ‘[Goliath exists]’ denote the fact that Goliath 

exists, and ‘[Lumpl exists]’ denote the fact that Lumpl exists.  I’ll take it for granted that neither fact is 

fundamental – each object derives its being from other more fundamental facts.  For example, both facts are 

grounded, at least partly, in the fact that some particles are arranged thus-and-so in the region of the 

statue/lump.  Luckily for Goliath, the thus-and-so arrangement is statue-shaped.  Both are grounded, at least 

partly, in the fact that the clay is firm, and in solid form, rather than spread out across the floor as an ochre 

pool of clay-water.  (Not even Lumpl can survive transformation into a puddle).  The statue and the clay 

share many grounds.  They derive their being from similar sources. 



 But the statue and the clay do not share all their grounds.  There are some facts about the world 

which serve to ground the existence of the statue, but not the existence of the clay.  Here’s one such fact: 

[Scully the sculptor intended to create a statue].  (Let ‘[…]’ denote the fact that …)  Of course, Scully chose a 

non-standard method of statue-creation.  Rather than gradually molding a formless lump of clay into the 

form of a man, she chose to create the clay and the statue at the same time, via a technologically advanced 

machine.  Perhaps her choice of this method is part of the artwork (Sally is quite avant-garde); or perhaps she 

intended to stick a thorn in the side of philosophers everywhere. 

 I claim that the fact that Scully intended to create a statue grounds the existence of the statue, but not 

of the clay.  How can this be?  Aren’t Scully’s intentions also responsible for the existence of the clay?  In a 

certain sense, the answer is ‘yes’ – but this is the wrong sense of ‘responsible’.  Sally’s intentions and actions 

are causally responsible for the existence of the clay, but not metaphysically responsible.  The causal “in virtue 

of” is not the same as the metaphysical “in virtue of”.  I claim that the statue exists in virtue ofmetaphysical 

Scully’s intentions, but not: the clay exists in virtue ofmetaphysical Scully’s intention.  Both exist in virtue ofcausally 

Scully’s intentions. 

 One way to get a grip on this claim is via consideration of other cases.  Suppose that, instead of 

Scully programming her fancy machine to generate some clay in the form of a statue, the fancy machine 

malfunctioned and spontaneously generated a statue-shaped lump of clay.  In this case, there would still be a 

lump of clay, but no statue.  A statue is an artwork.  Artworks require artists.  No artists, no artwork, no 

statue.  But without a doubt there would still be a lump of clay. 

 Whether something is a lump of clay is determined solely by whether it’s made of clay, and in the 

shape of a lump.  All these relations are purely synchronic.  Whether x is made of clay at t is determined solely 

by how x is at t.  Similarly for whether x is in the shape of a lump.  Whether a lump of clay exists is similarly 

synchronically determined.  Whether something is a statue is not determined solely by synchronic relations.  

Whether x is a statue at t is determined partly by the relations x bears to events that happened before t.  Did x 

have a sculptor, or some other artist who created the artwork?  If not, then no statue. 



 As an aside, one of the differences between the metaphysical in virtue of – ground – and other in 

virtue of claims (e.g. the causal “in virtue of”) is sometimes said to be the synchronic/diachronic divide.  

Metaphysical grounding is synchronic, causation is diachronic. End of story.  However, I don’t think this is 

quite right.  Many facts and objects have a significant historical dimension and are partly grounded in relations 

to the past (or future).  Whether a given arrangement of soldiers is a war or a re-enactment, whether this piece 

of paper is US currency, and whether this animal is a zebra, all depend on the historical context in which 

those items are embedded.  Origin matters, and origin is in the past.  There is something to the idea that 

causal and grounding relations differ with respect to how they interact with time.  But I think it a mistake to 

think that all grounding relations are synchronic.  End of aside. 

 It’s more than the existence of the statue that is grounded in the sculptor’s intentions.  The 

persistence conditions (and thus at least some modal properties) of the statue are as well.  Suppose Scully 

intended to create an experimental sculpture that can survive squashing.  She plans to place the (quite small) 

sculpture in the foyer of the museum so that people mistakenly step on the sculpture, thereby (to their 

horror) squashing it.  Scully videotapes the whole scene and broadcasts, elsewhere in the museum, the 

squashing incident, the embarrassed exclamations of the museum patrons, and the museum staff (in on the 

gig) demanding millions in payment.  It's all part of her elaborate work.  In such a case, the squashing does 

not destroy the sculpture – it’s all part of the plan.  If Sally has appropriate intentions, the statue will in fact 

have the property of being able to survive a squashing. (In such a case, the statue and the clay will both have 

this property.  But the statue’s having of this property is grounded in Sally’s intentions; the clay’s is not.)  In 

normal cases, the sculptor probably intends orthodox persistence conditions.  The intention here need not be 

explicit or fully thought out by the sculptor.  The intentions of the society at large, and the cultural practice of 

generating artworks, specifically sculptors, may also play a role in grounding the persistence conditions of the 

statue.  Not so for the clay. 

 In sum, there are lots of difference between the facts that ground the existence of the statue, and its 

properties (including persistence conditions and modal properties), and the facts that ground the existence of 



the clay, and its properties.  These differences explain how the statue and the clay can differ – in modal 

properties, sortal properties, whatever. 

 

V. The Motor and the Metal 

 I’m trying to solve the standard problem for coincident objects.  My strategy involves using the 

notion of metaphysical ground to answer the problem in a way that “two-thingers” can accept.  I’ve offered a 

story that distinguishes the statue from the clay by claiming that the statue, but not the clay, is grounded in 

important ways in the intentions of the sculptor.  The intentions of the sculptor are partly determinative of 

what the persistence conditions of the statue are, so it’s no surprise that the persistence conditions and modal 

properties of the statue vary from those of the clay.  However, it’s doubtful that this type of story will work 

for every case of coincident objects.  It might work for the statue and the clay, but it can’t work for all cases 

of coincident objects.  Not all coincident objects depend for their existence on the intentions of artists.  In 

this section I’d like to consider a very different type of case: the motor and the metal.  This case should 

demonstrate that there are other ways that two coincident objects can differ in their external grounds.  In the 

next section (section VI: “Everest and Mounty”), I’ll describe yet another way. 

 Consider a motor constructed from metal.  The motor takes in fuel – petrol – and via the turnings of 

various pistons and turbines, along with a small electrical spark, generates mechanical energy.  This energy is 

transferred out of the motor via several gears.  Let’s suppose that the metal and the motor are distinct objects.  

They certainly appear to be.  The metal can survive being melted down and turned into something else 

(maybe a statue of a nude).  The motor cannot be.  The motor can survive wholesale (bit by bit) replacement 

of its parts.  Replacing the parts of the metal in this way results in a new metal. (Do others have this intuition? 

I do, but not much hinges on the point if you don’t.) The relationship between the metal and the motor is 

much like the relationship between the statue and the clay. 



 Let’s again consider a wild philosophical case of permanent coincidence – the metal and the motor 

are created and go out of existence at the same time.  Furthermore, I’ll assume, perhaps tendentiously, that 

the motor does not depend, for being a motor, on having a creator or designer.  Most motors are created by 

people who intend to create motors.  But this is an accidental feature of motors.  Were particles to 

spontaneously coalesce into a motor-shape, there could, and would, still be a motor.  (In contrast, particles 

that spontaneously coalesce into statue-shapes do not generate statues).  The idea here is that being a motor is 

purely a functional matter.  If something takes in fuel and generates mechanical energy (or is disposed to do 

so), then it’s a motor, regardless of who, what, or whether any being intended to create a motor.3 

 The motor and the metal differ in their grounds.  The motor depends, for its existence, on certain 

physical laws of the world.  The metal does not.  In order to be a motor, the motor must satisfy a certain 

functional description – that of turning fuel into mechanical energy.  We can change the physical laws (say, by 

tweaking the gravitational constant) to generate the result that the motor no longer turns fuel into energy.  

Under a different set of laws, the very same collection of particles, and mass of metal, might satisfy a 

completely different functional description. The metal might be a bomb, or (more likely) a fancy-looking 

paperweight.  In all likelihood, the metal depends on some laws, too.  But these won’t be exactly the same 

ones as the motor.  As long as there is a difference we can run the story. 

 The basic idea is that the existence of the hunk of metal is not grounded in these laws, while the 

existence of the motor is.  Changing these laws might eliminate the motor altogether, but not the metal.  

Again, we have a difference in the grounds, in the metaphysical basis, of both the existence and the properties 

of the metal and the motor, respectively.  This is a difference in external grounds, but no intentions or mental 

states have been mentioned. 

 

																																																													
3 It’s unimportant whether the reader agrees that motors are purely functional in this sense.  The goal here is to generate 
a case of permanent coincidence in which I can’t pull the same “one of the coincident objects depends on the intentions 
of the creator” trick.  By demanding that “motor” be a purely functional notional, I deprive myself of the ability to offer 
exactly the same story as the previous section.  This move makes my job dialectically more difficult, not less. 



VI. Everest and Mounty 

 The determined and clever objector will not be satisfied that the grounding solution appropriately 

generalizes.  “Ok, I admit that “external” grounding – grounding beyond the parts, extends beyond 

statue/clay style cases in which the object is dependent on intentions or other mental states.  The point about 

functional organization is well-taken.  But those cases stack the deck in your favor. There are cases in which 

the fans of coincident objects sanctions the existence of two objects but in which one can’t resort to external 

factors, like laws, or intentions.  For example, we can imagine a case of permanent coincidence between a 

mountain and the particles that compose it.  But the mountain depends on neither laws nor on human 

intentions.  You must either (i) offer a story that explains the differing modal properties in these types of 

cases or (ii) give up the claim that there are two objects.” 

 I wish to take up the objector’s challenge, which I think is a good one.  First, though, I should note 

that I’m not defending the claim that there are two objects – two coincident objects, in all these cases.  

Instead, I’m trying to show how the fan of coincident objects can defend against the standard objection.  I 

admit that I’m sympathetic to the “two object” view in many of these cases – particularly the statue and the 

clay.  The two object view seems intuitively correct.  I’d like to side with that intuition if possible. 

 There are, of course, many theoretical options.  One might endorse “two objects” in cases of 

permanent coincidence like the statue and the clay, and the motor and the metal, but not endorse two objects 

in cases like the mountain and the particles.  Wasserman[2002] defends a view on which there is only one 

object in cases of permanent coincidence (i.e. when the object(s) are created and destroyed simultaneously) 

but two objects when one is created (or destroyed) before the other. 

 I wish to explore how far one can take the grounding solution.  Can someone who is quite profligate 

about their coincident objects, and ready to accept two objects in all the cases I’ve described and then some, 

utilize a ground-oriented response to answer the standard objection?  I think the answer is “yes”. 



 Consider Mt. Everest, the tallest mountain on Earth.  Everest could survive not being the tallest, but 

it could not survive being smashed, or having its rocky walls broken up and spread to opposite corners of the 

globe.  Now consider Mounty, the collection of particles that compose Everest.  Mounty is more robust than 

Everest.  It can survive being spread across the universe.  The only way to destroy Mounty is to destroy its 

particles.  Spreading them around won’t do it.  Everest and Mounty have different persistence conditions, and 

different modal profiles.  Let’s again consider a wild philosophical case of permanent coincidence.  Everest 

and Mounty are brought into and go out of existence at exactly the same time.  God creates them in a flash of 

divine inspiration and instantaneously destroys both in a retributive rage, incensed at the hubris of men who 

attempt to summit the high peak.  Of course, one might debate or resist the claim that there are two things 

here.  But suppose there are – can we respond to the standard objection?  Everest and Mounty share all their 

parts – what explains their difference in persistence conditions and modal properties? 

 Neither Everest nor Mounty metaphysically depend on the intentions of people.  Let’s also suppose 

that either (i) neither metaphysically depends on the laws of nature or (ii) both depend on laws in the same 

way.  Either way, dependence on laws can’t ground a modal difference between the two.  Here’s the 

difference between the metaphysical grounds of Everest and Mounty.  Everest is grounded in the absence of 

a large mass of rock containing Everest’s particles.  Mounty is not.  Why is Everest so grounded?  Consider 

an alternative course of history.  All of Everest’s particles come to be arranged mountain-wise (as they 

actually are).  But Everest’s rocky flanks are not exposed to the snow, wind, and sun of the high Himalaya. 

Instead, those rocky flanks seamlessly integrate with the larger rocky mass of a much large mountain: Super-

Makalu.  Super-Makalu is much larger than Everest actually is.  The particles that might have formed Everest 

(had Super-Makalu not swallowed Everest up) constitute only a small part of one of Super-Makalu’s minor 

spines.  Super-Makalu is seventy miles tall. 

 The basic idea is this.  In order for the rocky particles to generate Everest, there must be an absence 

of rocky particles (roughly) around the edges of where Everest would be.  The existence of Everest is partly 

grounded in this absence.  Mounty does not require this absence.  Mounty – the set of particles – is perfectly 



content to rest inside Super-Makalu.  The grounds of Mounty do not include this absence of rocky particles 

around the edges.  We have a difference (again an “external” difference) in the grounds of Everest and of 

Mounty. 

 One might object that Everest can survive being embedded in a larger mountain – she survives, but 

lies dormant, waiting to be exposed.  If Everest first rises from the Himalayan plateau, spends some time as 

the top of the world, and then, through the vicissitudes of geological fortune, becomes embedded in Super-

Makalu, it may be true that Everest will survive this embedding.  She will wait dormant, continuing to exist 

inside Super-Makalu.  Even if this is correct, the existence of Everest will nonetheless still be grounded in the 

fact that, at some point in time, her rocky faces were exposed to the Himalayan snow, wind, and sun.  If the 

rocks of Everest never touch the air, Everest never exists.  The existence of Mounty has no such requirement.  

Thus: even if this objection holds up, it does not defeat the explanation on offer.  We still get a difference in 

the metaphysical grounds of Everest and Mounty. 

 

VII. Metaphysical Externalism 

 I foresee one-thingers, proponents of the standard problem for two-thingers, and die-hard fans of 

mereology responding to what I’ve said so far via the following mysterian objection.  The mysterian objection 

insists that two coincident objects can’t differ without differing in their parts.  In the end, all explanation must 

track back to the parts of an object.  One might tack on to the mysterian objection a worry about mysterious 

metaphysical emergence.  My account appears to be committed to a form of brute metaphysical emergence of 

properties of wholes not based on properties of parts. 

 My response to these worries will not satisfy the proponents of these objections.  I think it a gross 

error, which I’ll call “the mereological fallacy”, to think that the features of a thing must be explained by appeal 

only to properties of the parts of that thing.  In contrast, I endorse a form of metaphysical externalism 



according to which the properties of thing (or of a “whole”) are explained by appeal to factors far beyond the 

thing or its parts.  Let me elaborate. 

 The differences in external grounds between the statue vs. the clay and the motor vs. the metal point 

toward a more general metaphysical claim.  This claim is independent of one’s views on coincident objects, 

but I think that endorsing the metaphysical stance the claim embodies – a type of metaphysical externalism – 

makes it much easier to answer the standard problem.  Here’s the claim:  

(Metaphysical Externalism): Often the properties of a thing, and the nature or essence of that 

thing, are grounded in, and depend constitutively on, relations to an environment beyond the thing. 

Here’s an important corollary of Metaphysical Externalism: To understand a thing that depends constitutively 

on relations to a wider environment, one must look beyond its parts.  There’s no sense in which the motor 

has any physical law as a part.  But the motor depends constitutively to be what it is on the physical laws 

being such that the motor can realize its function.  There’s no sense in which the statue has the sculptor’s 

intentions as a part.  But the statue depends constitutively to be what is, and to have the persistence 

conditions it has, on the sculptor’s intentions. 

 Metaphysical Externalism is similar to Semantic Externalism, according to which a representation 

depends constitutively on connections to the world beyond that representation.  For example, 

Putnam[1975]’s twin-earth thought experiment involves duplicate individuals in duplicate neural states.  One 

duplicate’s neural states refer to H2O, and express the concept WATER, whereas the other duplicate’s neural 

states refer to XYZ, and express the concept TWIN-WATER. 

Metaphysical Externalism can be supported by twin-earth cases in a manner similar to that by which 

philosophers such as Hilary Putnam, Tyler Burge, and Saul Kripke, argued for semantic externalism.4  

Consider two duplicate statue-shaped pieces of clay in parallel possible worlds.  Each piece of clay is 

composed of exactly the same particles, with each particle having exactly the same history as its doppelganger, 

																																																													
4 Cf. Burge[1979, 1982], Kripke[1979], and Putnam[1975].  



from its birth in a dying star through its membership in a certain state-shaped lump of clay to its death at the 

end of the universe. The particles come to be statue-shaped by pure accident, through the erosive powers of 

wind and rain.  In world w, no one ever discovers the clay.  In world v, an artist finds the clay and declares it 

their newest work of found art.  In this case, the particles at world v compose a statue.  The particles at w 

don’t.  And this difference is clearly due to factors outside the particles or parts of the clay.  Cases like this are 

easy to cook up. 

 

VIII. Metaphysical Externalism, Mereology, and the Standard Problem 

 The standard problem challenges two-thingers to find a metaphysical source for the difference 

between coincident objects such as the statue and the clay.  I have not offered a general recipe that, given as 

input a case of coincident objects, outputs such a metaphysical source.  Because I’m not optimistic that any 

such recipe can be given, I don’t take my failure to provide one to be an embarrassment.  I anticipate that 

particular cases will require their own idiosyncratic solutions.  However, I’m quite optimistic that such 

solutions can be found in most (perhaps all or almost all) cases.  Metaphysical externalism, along with a 

ground-centered explanatory strategy, provides the two-thinger a huge cache of resources to which she can 

appeal while responding to the standard objection.  The pool of potential explanatory resources is much 

deeper than has previously been thought. 

 In fact, once we move to move toward a ground-centered approach, and acknowledge metaphysical 

externalism, the standard problem practically vanishes.  The standard problem points out that two coincident 

objects have all the same parts.  If they have all the same parts, how could they differ? The force of the 

problem relies on a tacit assumption that the explanatory resources are limited to the parts of the objects.  

This assumption is reinforced by thinking about the statue and the clay in purely mereological terms – via 

their parts.  Once we endorse metaphysical externalism and reject this assumption, the standard problem 

dissolves.  Two-thingers rejoice! 



 

IX. The Grounding Structure Solution 

 In this section, I’d like to offer a different grounding-based solution to the standard objection.  The 

solution of the previous sections relied on a difference in the external grounds of the two coincident objects.  

For example, I argued that the statue and its persistence conditions, and not the clay and its persistence 

conditions, are partly grounded in the intentions of the sculptor. However, one might deny this, maintaining 

that one must explain the difference between the statue and the clay (or between any two coincident objects), 

on the basis of the parts of these objects, or on the basis of some other internal grounds.  The solution of this 

section will work even if all the grounds of the statue and the clay are internal.  I’ll offer a ground-theoretic 

solution to the standard problem that fans of both coincident objects and a mereological approach to them 

can endorse.  Even if one thinks that all the properties of the statue and the clay (or at least the relevant ones) 

must be metaphysically explained on the basis of properties of parts, or other internal factors, one can still be 

a “two-thinger” with an adequate response to the standard objection. 

 I wish to float the idea that two objects could have exactly the same perfectly fundamental 

metaphysical grounds, but differ because of how those grounds give rise to the two objects.  Two coincident 

objects could share all the same parts, or particles, and be completely grounded in the features of those parts, 

and yet differ in their grounds nonetheless.  If we think of grounding a given thing – fact, object, property, 

what-have-you – as a type of metaphysical construction project, the envisaged scenario is one in which two 

groundees have the same metaphysical foundation but are generated in different ways from that foundation. 

 Consider an architectural analogy.  Two rooms at opposite corners of the 10th floor of a building 

might depend, in order to stay standing, on all the same elements in the building’s foundation.  But those 

foundational elements support the two rooms in very different ways.  The foundation supports the northwest 

room on the 10th floor via the walls and vertical steel columns of the northwest corner of the building.  The 

foundation supports the southeast room on the 10th floor via the walls and columns of the southeast corner.  



I’m proposing that two coincident objects might be supported by the same fundamentals, perhaps even by 

the same parts, in a similar fashion. 

 On this approach, grounding relations between non-fundamentals play a prominent role in 

explaining why the object has the properties it does.  It is rare that a perfectly fundamental ground (e.g. a 

quark’s spin) directly grounds a macroscopic object.  Usually the grounding proceeds via a smorgasbord of 

intermediate non-fundamentals.  The fact that that object is hard, say, might be grounded in the fact that its 

surface is made of steel, which is grounded in facts about how the particles of the steel are organized, which 

is, in turn, after many steps, partly grounded in the spin of a certain quark.  My thought is that how we 

proceed from the quark’s spin to the object’s hardness makes an explanatory and metaphysical difference. 

 The following simple case should help motivate the idea.  God wants to create a simple world – a 

world of mathematical objects.  When God creates worlds, he creates only the fundamental layer – the rest 

comes for “free”.  (Of course, the use of God here is a useful metaphor.  “What God needs to create” is a 

useful heuristic for gauging “what the fundamental layer contains”.)5 God wants to create a world of sets. Call 

this world “Setty”.  God creates one object, “emptor” (an empty set), and several laws of set formation. The 

1st law (the law of generation) says that, for all x, if x is a set then {x} is a set.  The 2nd law (the law of 

extensionality) says that two sets are identical if and only if they have the same members.  The 3rd law (the law 

of union) says that for any two sets there is a set that contains exactly the members of each.  God creates 

emptor and the laws, then rests. 

 The fundamental features of the world Setty are four: emptor and the three laws.  But these four 

fundamentals ground the existence of a large number of sets. (Setty will not quite contain all the sets of the 

set-theoretic hierarchy, because God did not lay down all the axioms of set-theory as laws.  For example, she 

dictated no power-set law.)  Consider the following two sets: {{emptor}} and {emptor}.  By the law of 

extensionality, these sets are not identical.  {emptor} and {{emptor}} have different properties: emptor is a 

																																																													
5  Of course, the use of God here is a useful metaphor.  “What God needs to create” is a useful heuristic for gauging 
“what the fundamental layer contains”.  This heuristic appears in many places, including Jackson[1994], 
Leuenberger[2009], and Rabin[ms]. 



member of the former but not of the latter (set membership is not transitive).  But {emptor} and 

{{emptor}} have exactly the same ultimate metaphysical grounds.  They are both grounded in emptor and 

the laws. 

 We have here a clear (if somewhat artificial) illustration of the phenomena of which I spoke.  

{emptor} and {{emptor}} are different objects, with different properties. But both have exactly the same 

fundamental metaphysical ground: emptor and the laws. The difference between them is not magical, 

primitive, or ungrounded. It’s neither metaphysically nor theoretically repugnant in any way. The difference 

lies in how the fundamentals (emptor and the laws) give rise to {emptor} and {{emptor}}. Each is supported 

by a different grounding structure.  The fundamentals ground the two in different ways. 

 I think a similar story can be told about the statue and the clay, should we decide to grant the die-

hard mereologist his demand that we explain the difference between the statue and the clay using only the 

parts they both share.  The clay cannot survive every potential re-arrangement of its particles.  The clay can 

survive being smushed, twisted into the shape of a mobius strip, or formed into a vase on a potter’s wheel. 

But the clay can’t survive having its particles separated and thrung to the farthest corners of the galaxy.  There 

are at least some restrictions on how the particles of the clay must be arranged if the clay is to continue to 

exist.  Let’s call the disjunction of all the particle arrangements compatible with the clay’s continued existence 

the clay-shape.  We call any set of particles in such an arrangement clay-shaped.  We define statue-shaped similarly.  

(Everything that is statue-shaped is clay-shaped.  If this weren’t so, the clay would not survive being sculpted 

into a statue.) 

 The statue and the clay sit on the table.  They have a particular shape – call it S.  S is one among 

many ways of being both statue-shaped and clay-shaped.  The particles of the statue and the clay have a 

certain maximally specific arrangement – call it A.  The fact that the particles are arranged A-ly (partly) 

grounds both the fact that the clay exists and the fact that the statue exists.  But the route from the 

fundamental facts – the positions of the particles – through non-fundamental facts to the existence of the clay 

is different than the route from those same fundamental facts to the existence of the statue.  The route 



proceeds via different intermediate non-fundamental facts.  In this case, the distinct intermediate facts are (i) 

the fact that the particles are statue-shaped and (ii) the fact that the particles are clay-shaped. 

 The particles of the statue are both statue-shaped and clay-shaped.  The particles of the clay are both 

statue-shaped and clay-shaped.  How can statue-shaped-ness vs. clay-shaped-ness ground a difference between 

the statue and the clay?  While it’s true that both the statue and the clay are statue-shaped, the property of 

being statue-shaped plays a very difference role in the metaphysical grounding structures that support the two 

objects.  Namely, the fact that the particles are statue-shaped grounds the fact that the statue exists.  The 

same fact does not similarly ground the fact that the clay exist. 

 

 In both cases, the metaphysical ground of the existence of the object (statue or clay) starts from the 

perfectly fundamental - fundamental properties of quarks, leptons, bosons, and the like.  The grounding 



proceeds from these fundamental facts to facts about the existence of the objects via different routes.  The 

fact that a certain electron has a certain position (partly) grounds (via many steps) the fact that the particles 

are statue-shaped, which in turn grounds the fact that the statue exists.  The same fundamental fact about the 

electron’s position grounds the fact that the clay exists, but it does so by grounding, along the way, the fact 

that the particles are clay-shaped. 

 We might call this difference between the ground of [the clay exists] and [the statue exists] a 

difference in their grounding structure.  I claim that in some cases two facts, or objects, might have all the same 

perfectly fundamental grounds, but differ because of a difference in their grounding structure. 

 It’s clear that this difference in grounding structure can explain the difference in persistence 

conditions.  The fact that statue exists metaphysically depends on the fact that the particles are statue-shaped.  

The fact that the clay exists does not.  This explains why the clay can survive a smashing of the particles 

whereas the statue cannot.  However, because the fact that the clay exists is grounded in the fact that the 

particles are clay-shaped, the clay cannot survive every rearrangement of the particles.  The particles must, at 

the least, remain clay-shaped. 

 Before moving on, I’d like to stress two differences between this grounding structure oriented 

approach and the approach based on “external grounds” that was utilized in the discussions of section IV-VI 

of the statue and the clay, the motor and the metal, and Everest and Mounty.  In all of those cases, I found an 

external ground of one object (or of that object’s existence) that was not a ground of its coincident object.  In 

the explanation based on grounding structure, the differential ground need not be external.  It might be 

external, but it need not be.  The statue’s grounding in being statue-shaped provides one example of an 

internal ground that differentiates the statue from the clay.  So the first difference is that the earlier approach 

appealed to external grounds, and the grounding structure approach need not do so.6 

																																																													
6 In fact, there’s nothing about the grounding structure account that makes it particular to coincident objects.  Two non-
coincident objects might share all the same fundamental grounds but differ because of differences in grounding 
structure.  {emptor} and {{emptor}} provide one example.) 



 The second difference is that, in all likelihood, the stories offered in sections IV-VI relied on a 

difference in the maximally fundamental grounds of the two objects.  Suppose that the law of gravity is a 

maximally fundamental, and completely ungrounded, feature of the universe.  This law grounded the 

existence of the motor but not of the metal. (Tweak the law and the motor transforms from a motor to a 

paperweight, but the metal remains a metal.)  The motor and the metal have distinct metaphysical 

foundations.  The grounding structure reply stresses that two objects might have exactly the same 

metaphysical foundation, but differ because of distinct intermediate grounds that those two foundations 

support. 

 

X. Two Moves Away from Mereology 

 I’ve outlined two distinct strategies for replying to the standard objection to “two-thing” views about 

coincident objects (including especially troublesome permanently coincident objects).  Both strategies invoked 

the notion of metaphysical ground.  The first strategy appealed to external grounds.  The second strategy 

appealed to the structure of ground.  Each strategy embodies its own move away from a feature of 

mereological approaches to coincident objects and to the standard problem.  I’d like to highlight these two 

shifts. 

 First, appeal to external grounds, and the move to metaphysical externalism (section VII) embodies a 

shift away from taking the parts of the objects to be the basic explanatory resources.  This much I stressed in 

section VII-VIII.  Second, appeal to grounding structures embodies a move away from taking mereological 

fusion or composition to be the relation of metaphysical “construction” that is relevant to the standard 

problem.  Let me expand on this point. 

 Mereological approaches to the standard problem assume that the statue and the clay are somehow 

metaphysically constructed from the parts of the clay/statue.  But they also assume the statue and the clay to 

be constructed via mereological fusion.  These are distinct assumptions.  The grounding structure solution is 



compatible with the first assumption, and with taking the statue and clay to be, in some important sense, 

constructed (or grounded) in the parts of the clay/statue.  But the grounding structure approach denies that 

mereological composition is the proper way to understand how the statue and clay metaphysically arises from 

those parts. 

 There is an important formal distinction between mereological composition and ground.  This 

formal distinction makes all the difference in responding to the standard objection.  Mereological 

composition obeys what I call “containment”, whereas ground does not. 

(Sum-Containment) 

For all a, b, c: If part(a,c) and part(b,c), then ∀x[sum(a,b,x) → part(x,c)] 

(Ground-containment) 

For all a, b, c:  If grounds(a,c) and grounds(b,c), then ∀x[fully grounds(a,b,x) → grounds(x,c)] 

Sum-containment says that if x has a and b as parts, it also contains anything which is a mereological sum of a 

and b as a part. Ground-containment says that if x has a and b as grounds, then it also contains anything that is 

fully grounded by a and b as a ground. Sum-containment is true; ground-containment is false. This is obvious 

because ground is irreflexive while parthood is not.  Everything (trivially) composes itself; nothing grounds 

itself.  But the distinction holds even in non-reflexive cases.  The particles of the clay ground the fact that the 

clay is statue-shaped, and likewise ground the fact that the statue is statue-shaped.  Under our current 

assumptions, the clay and statue are both grounded in those particles.  But the existence of the statue is 

grounded in the fact that the particles are statue-shaped, whereas the existence of the clay is not.  Here we 

have an example of this feature of ground that does not involve reflexivity. 

 Failure of containment is related to another difference between mereological parthood and ground. 

Mereological composition is a function, in the sense that it yields a unique output, while ground is not. Any a 

and b generate only one thing via the mereological sum relation. In contrast, there is, in general, no such thing 

as the thing fully grounded by a and b. a and b can together fully ground many, perhaps infinitely many further 



things. This difference between parthood and ground is, strictly speaking, distinct from containment. But it 

makes containment a less attractive principle for ground.  

 Let’s relate more directly to the standard problem the fact that parthood obeys containment while 

ground does not. Suppose that x and y have all the same parts: a, b, c, …  And suppose that x and y are, 

ultimately, grounded in those parts. (When it comes to the statue and the clay, I have argued that this is false. 

They aren’t grounded in their parts. But, for the current dialectic, let’s assume they are). When it comes to 

mereological composition, if x has a and b as parts, then, thanks to containment, it also has sum(a, b) as a 

part.  Thus if x and y have the same parts, they have the same sums as parts as well.  But with ground, if x has 

a and b as grounds, and a and b ground some further y, then, because ground containment is false, there is no 

guarantee that x has y as a ground. This difference in which “generated items” (generated via ground or via 

composition) are contained in x makes all the difference in responding to the standard problem. Because 

ground-containment is false, a move toward a ground-centered approach to the standard problem opens up 

the possibility that two entities could be generated from exactly the same set of fundamentals, yet differ in 

which non-fundamentals generate them. 

 Here’s another way to put the point.  Consider non-gunky models of mereology (in which every 

object is eventually composed of simples).  In such models, two objects x and y that have all the same simples 

as parts have all the same parts simpliciter.  The aforementioned feature of mereological composition 

guarantees this.  But with ground, x and y can have all the same ground “simples” (i.e. grounds which 

themselves have no further ground), yet still differ in their grounds.  Those simple grounds might ground 

some further ground g that grounds x but not y.  This is not a substantive claim – it’s merely a formal point 

about the logic of ground versus the logic of mereological composition.  This feature of ground makes 

ground capable of generating differences, and wielding explanatory power, that are invisible from a 

mereological standpoint. 

 In sum, a mereological model of metaphysical explanation embodies two assumptions about the 

standard problem.  According to these assumptions, we must explain the differences between coincident 



objects (i) using parts and (ii) via the relation of mereological composition.  A focus on ground facilitates the 

rejection of both assumptions.  Metaphysical externalism and appeal to external grounds rejects the 

assumption in (i).  A move toward grounding structures rejects assumption (ii).  We shift to a relation of 

metaphysical construction – ground – that is more fine-grained than mereological composition.  This allows 

differences in the metaphysical status of two things even when they have all the same fundamental parts, or 

fundamental grounds.  The structure of ground that supports a thing makes a metaphysical difference. 

 Rejection of the mereological approach yields an expansion of explanatory resources. This expansion 

makes answering the standard problem considerably less difficult for two-thingers.  I think that a move away 

from a mereological approach and toward a more general ground-theoretic approach constitutes real 

improvement in our understanding of the standard problem.  If so, it turns out that the standard problem – 

forever a bugbear for fans of coincident objects – isn’t such a problem after all. 
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