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Identity of Art Objects—A Mereological Analysis
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Abstract. This short essay will look into how changes of parts of a piece of art affect
its identity. It will argue that if a piece of art is physical, its identity may not be solely
determined by its proper parts, but at the same time there could be some of its proper
parts which are essential to its identity. The same remarks will also hold for an art
object which contains no physical parts. It will also propose that in order to account
for changes of its parts, an art object which contains no physical parts should be
viewed as a class of types instead of a type. Some further issues will also be suggested
at the end of the essay.

1. Physical Art Objects

Consider a statue. Suppose the statue was knocked into a pile of small pieces at time
T1 and then that pile of small pieces was reassembled at time T2 into a statue which
looks exactly the same in every aspect (even microscopically) as the original one. Call
the original statue S1 and the restored one S2. Is S1 identical with S2? (Stories similar
to this one have been told in the literature, for instance, The Ship of Theseus (Rea
1997). However, owing to the limitation of length, the present writer will quickly put
down what he thinks about the issues without engaging in a literature survey.
Furthermore, the present writer is more concerned with accommodating the
commonsensical thinking and hence may leave some subtle metaphysical issues
aside).

Normally we will think that S1 is gone after T1 and that S2 comes into existence after
T2. So it might be suggested that by Leibniz’s law, S1 cannot be identical with S2.
However, such a reading will make “resurrection” logically impossible, which might
be too strict.

By our scenario, S1 and S2 share the same physical proper parts. Hence even if we
adopt the strict mereological essentialism, which proposes that every proper part of an
object is essential to its identity, we will tend to think that S1 and S2 are identical
(here we assume that any part of a physical object must also be physical). The strict



mereological essentialism is in effect still too strict to fit in with our conception of
identity in the ordinary discourse. For example, a very small piece, say, an atom, of a
statue is of course a proper part of it, but normally losing that kind of small part won’t
change its identity.

Now let’s take S1 as a piece of art and ask the same question again. Will we still tend
to think with the same confidence that S1 and S2 are identical? It seems that on top of
the material constitution, other factors will naturally also come into the scene here.
For example, we might take the authorship into account. If the one who did the
reassembling is not the original sculptor, we might be less confident in saying that S1
and S2 are identical even though they share the same material constitution. In short,
here some historical facts about S1 and S2 might play a role in the issue of identity.

As mentioned above, the strict mereological essentialism is too strict to be tenable.
But in any case, some parts of a physical object should be essential to its identity. For
instance, if we cut away the upper half of a statue, it will normally be destroyed,
which implies that the remaining thing cannot be identical to the original statue.
Moreover, even if we repair the statue by putting back a copy of the upper half, which
is not the original upper half, so as to make the statue after repair look exactly the
same as the original one, we might still think that the statue after repair is not the
same as the original one (the point is that a large portion of replacement might affect
the identity of an object). This observation suggests that the upper half of a statue
might be an essential part of it.

So some proper parts of S1 might be essential to S1°s identity when we are only
concerned with the material constitution. Those parts of S1 should also be essential to
its identity as a piece of art. However, S1 as a piece of art might have more essential
parts, for it is possible that some of its parts which are not essential in terms of the
material constitution will turn out to be essential to its beauty (or to its aesthetic value)
and hence might affect its identity as a piece of art.

2. Art Objects Without Physical Parts

Now let’s consider a poem. It is certainly not a physical object. Usually, we will think
of it as a “type”. Of course, in that case, all of its parts are also types. One might argue
that the identity of a poem is very sensitive to any change of its parts, that is, even the
change of a single word would spoil a poem, and hence the strict mereological
essentialism should be the choice here. But this still might not be enough. Suppose



two poets who don’t know each other nor each other’s works have accidentally
written two poems which use the same words and the same sentences and which share
the same structure. Even though there is just one type, we might tend to think that
there are two poems instead of just one, for the authorship should play a role in
determining the identity of a poem.

When it comes to a novel (or a piece of music), the strict mereological essentialism
might be untenable, for normally the change of a single word (or a single note) is not
essential to its identity. However, similar to the case of physical art objects, some
parts will indeed be essential.

In light of mereology, there is an important difference between physical objects and
types. Consider the following mereological principle: if every proper part of Ais a
part of B, then A is a part of B. This principle is true of physical objects (here we
assume that two distinct physical objects cannot occupy the same place at the same
time) but not of types. A toy counterexample for types is as follows. Consider two
sequence types “ab” and “atb”. Any proper part of “ab”, that is, “a” or “b”, is also a
part of “atb”, but “ab” itself is not a part of “atb”. It is also possible that any proper
part of a sentence occurs in a novel but the whole sentence never occurs in that novel.
Moreover, the following principle should also be true of physical objects. If every
proper part of A is a part of B and there is a part of A which is an essential part of B,
then A is an essential part of B. But again this is not true of types, because even if a
certain proper part of A is an essential part of B, A might not be an essential part of B,
for it might not be a part of B, let alone an essential one.

We can talk about the history of a physical object, for it comes into existence at some
point of time and ceases to exist at a later point of time (and might come into
existence again after that). However, a type as some kind of abstract existence is
always there (here let’s leave aside the reductionist proposal in which the existence of
a type depends on the existence of its tokens) and hence it does not seem to make
sense to talk about the history of a type. However, we do talk about the history of a
poem or of a novel, but here the history is about “token producing”. For instance,
what a poet does is to bring a token of the type of a poem into existence and that
poet’s contribution consists in directing our attention to that type by showing us a
token of it. Normally, the author is one who produces the first token.

Moreover, it might not make sense either to talk about changes of parts of a type. A
statue might lose a physical part at some moment but a type strictly speaking cannot



lose a part, for again it is always there and never can we cause changes in an abstract
object. In this light, the strict mereological essentialism must be true of types. The
foregoing remarks might be fine with, say, poems but not good for novels.
Nonetheless, we’d better come up with one story to cover both cases and it goes as
follows. We cannot change parts of a type but can access tokens of distinct types. To
decide whether a poem or a novel can keep its identity over a change of some of its
parts, we actually check a token of a type which is different from the original one in
some parts, and then by some criteria we decide whether such a type is “tolerable” in
the sense that when accessing a token of it, we would think that we are reading “the
same” poem or novel. Formally, in the aforementioned way, we are defining a
subclass of types which stands for a poem or a novel. That is, we should rather think
of a poem or a novel as a class of types instead of as just one type. When we say that
the strict mereological essentialism is true of poems, we actually mean that the class
of types which stands for a poem has only one member. It might be difficult to come
up with a clear-cut class of types to stand for a novel, for we would probably have to
deal with vagueness when defining such a class. But vagueness is a problem haunting
a lot of philosophical issues and so we should leave it aside here.

3. Concluding Remarks

The main task of this short essay is to look into how changes of parts of a piece of art
affect its identity. Here we have considered two categories: physical art objects and art
objects without any physical parts. Let’s briefly summarize and generalize what have
been said above as follows. For a physical art object, its identity might not be
determined solely by its material constitution and some historical facts about such an
object would have to be considered. Nonetheless, some parts of it might indeed be
essential to its identity and some of them being so might be owing to the
consideration of the aesthetic properties of that object. The foregoing remarks still
apply when it comes to art objects without any physical parts, such as literary works
or music. Besides, first we may classify the said kind of art objects as types. However,
a type is always there. So in order to make sense of talking about the history of, say, a
literary work, we suggest that such a kind of talk should be interpreted as a talk about
the history of producing tokens of the type in question. Moreover, a type cannot
undergo any change in any of its parts. So in order to accommodate the
commonsensical thinking that some literary works can maintain their identity over
changes of parts, our proposal is to use a class of types instead of just one type to
stand for a literary work and such a class will be defined by assessing tokens of types.



There are some further issues which might be worth looking into. First, there might be
some art objects which are mixtures of physical objects and abstract ones. How
changes of parts affect the identity of that kind of object might be an interesting issue.
Second, even though it is widely thought that the aesthetic value emerges only on the
whole object, we can still ask how the parts of an art object contribute to the aesthetic
value of that object as a whole or at least we can try to clarify the issue as best we can
(indeed we cannot say that the value of an object is just the sum of the values of its
parts, but it would also be too quick to say that the value of an object has nothing to
do with the values of its parts). Third, similarly we can look into how our aesthetic
experience aroused by parts contribute to our aesthetic experience aroused by the
whole (for instance, we never listen to a piece of music as a whole but always listen to
part after part of it).
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