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Four-dimensionalism, as I’ll use the term, is the doctrine that reality is
spread out in time as well as space.1 Just as objects that are located at multiple
regions of space contain parts confined to those regions of space, so objects that
are located at multiple regions of time contain parts — temporal parts — that
are confined to those regions of time. (Or better: an object that occupies an
extended spatiotemporal region R has parts confined to the various subregions
of R; but I’ll ignore this complication henceforth.)
Most who accept this ontology of perduring objects, as they are often called,
identify the continuants of our everyday ontology with “space-time worms”
— mereological sums of stages from different times. Elsewhere (1996) I have
proposed a different version of four-dimensionalism, which identifies continuants with the stages themselves, and which analyses de re temporal predication
with a temporal version of modal counterpart theory (Lewis, 1968, 1971). On
this view, a current assertion of ‘Clinton was indiscreet’ is true iff the (current)
referent of ‘Clinton’ — a stage — has an indiscreet temporal counterpart in the
past. The temporal counterpart relation is the same “genidentity” or “unity”
relation used by the worm theorist to unify the successive stages of continuing
space-time worms. In my 1996 I supported this view by appeal to its ability
to resolve various philosophical puzzles, including the paradoxes of material
constitution and Derek Parfit’s (1971) puzzle about identity and what matters;
the purpose of the present note is to mention one other line of argument.
A widely discussed contemporary argument for temporal parts is David
Lewis’s argument from temporary intrinsics, according to which only the fourdimensionalist can explain the phenomenon of intrinsic change.2 I am now
straight-shaped, but will fail to be straight-shaped in the future. There is an
∗

Thanks to Tamar Szabó Gendler, Hud Hudson, Ned Markosian, and Trenton Merricks
for helpful comments.
1
See my 1997 for a more careful exposition of four-dimensionalism. This terminology
is not perfect: ‘four-dimensionalism’ is also sometimes used for the view in the philosophy
of time called “eternalism”, on which past, present and future are equally real. According to
some, four-dimensionalism presupposes eternalism (see Merricks (1995)). I argue against this
claim in my forthcoming book Four-Dimensionalism, but here I set this issue aside.
2
The argument is in Lewis (1986, 202–204). For discussion see Forbes (1987); Haslanger
(1989); Hawley (1998); Hinchliff (1996); Johnston (1987); Lewis (1988); Lowe (1987, 1988);
Merricks (1994); Zimmerman (1998).

1

apparent contradiction — that I both am, and am not, straight-shaped — that
must be resolved in some way. How? Lewis distinguishes three solutions. i)
The apparent contradiction is resolved by saying that straightness is actually a
relation: I am straight at, or with respect to, one time, but not at (or with respect
to) another. But this seems to conflict with the fact that straightness is an
intrinsic property: straightness-with-respect-to-t seems no more intrinsic
than being taller than Bill Clinton. ii) The apparent contradiction arises
from a mistaken philosophy of time. The argument assumes that both my
present straightness and my future lack of straightness are equally real. But
presentism, the doctrine that only the present is real, is true. Thus, I am just
plain straight; and it is just plain false that I am not straight. I do have various
tensed properties, such as the property of futurely being not straight. But
this is no more a lack of straightness than is being possibly not straight. The
solution is nice, but comes at the price of accepting presentism, a price many
do not wish to pay.3 iii) The apparent contradiction is resolved by claiming that
the incompatible intrinsic properties, being straight and being not straight
are had by distinct temporal parts of a single space-time worm. This is Lewis’s
favored solution. But (unlike the first two solutions) it presupposes temporal
parts. Thus Lewis’s argument for temporal parts is that they are required by
the best solution to the problem of temporary intrinsics.
There has been much written on various aspects of this argument; I want to
comment on just one aspect of that literature, a certain rejoinder to Lewis that
has been advanced in various places.4 According to Lewis, I am a sum of stages,
some of which are straight-shaped, others of which are not. I, therefore, cannot
be said to be straight-shaped simpliciter. Rather, I am straight-shaped at the
present time, derivatively, since my current temporal part is straight-shaped
simpliciter. The rejection of solution i) is therefore a delicate matter for Lewis,
given that both Lewis and the proponent of solution i) accept that ordinary
continuants do not have shapes simpliciter, but only have shapes with respect
to times. Here is what Lewis says:
What distinguishes the first solution from the third is not that the third
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does away with shape-at-a-time relations. Rather, it is that the first has wrongly
done away with shapes as intrinsic properties that can be had simpliciter. (1988,
p. 66)
Thus, Lewis’s claim, against solution i), is that it is inconsistent with the
alleged fact that some things are straight-shaped simpliciter. These things are
not ordinary continuants, but are rather the temporal parts of continuants. But
it is here that his opponents have seen a weakness. Even admitting that there is
something counterintuitive to solutions i) and ii), Lewis’s preferred solution iii)
has its own counterintuitive consequence: it violates a plausible principle about
change, that an object that changes shape must itself have a shape simpliciter.
As Hinchliff (1996, p. 120) puts it, in discussion of a changing candle, “If the
candle never has the shapes itself, it cannot change its shape.”
Anyone familiar with this sort of metaphysical debate is familiar with a sort
of stalemate one often reaches: we are left with several competing views, each
of which is internally consistent, each of which has some intuitively implausible
feature or consequence; the question is which consequence we want to swallow.
When such a stalemate is reached, it is the end of the role of argumentation,
but not the end of the role of reason. Good judgment is called for.
In light of the existence of the stage view, however, stalemate in the debate
over temporary intrinsics has not yet been reached. The rejoinder to Lewis only
applies to the worm view, not to the stage view. According to the stage view,
I myself have the property being straight, for I am a stage, not a space-time
worm. The version of four-dimensionalism that emerges the strongest from
the problem of temporary intrinsics, then, is not the worm view but rather the
stage view, for unlike the worm view, the stage view allows both that temporary
intrinsics are instantiated simpliciter, and that they are instantiated by ordinary
continuants such as persons and candles.
“Out of the frying pan and into the fire!”, many will say: instantiation
simpliciter has been purchased at the expense of denying change, for if “continuants” are instantaneous stages then they cannot genuinely persist and so
cannot genuinely change. But on the stage view, continuants do persist and
change: I myself, a stage, am straight-shaped, but will be bent-shaped tomorrow.5 That is, I have the temporal property futurely being bent, by virtue of
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It may be objected that the following “tensed schema” does not secure change (where F
and G stand for incompatible intrinsic properties):
A has F, and A will fail to have G
since it attributes a different relation to A and F (instantiation) from that attributed to A and G
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having a temporal counterpart tomorrow that is bent.
The objector may persist in complaining that stage-theoretic persistence
is not genuine persistence. This is the temporal analog of Kripke’s (1972, p.
45) “Humphrey objection” to modal counterpart theory; my response (given
in more detail in my 1996) parallels responses made to Kripke by Lewis (1986,
p. 196) and Hazen (1979). First, it must be stressed that although the analysis
of the instantiation of a temporal property by a stage S involves stages other
than S, S itself has the temporal property. I myself will be bent. Second, the
stage-theoretic analysis of this state of affairs may be controversial, but it is
consistent with the basic data of persistence and change, and must be evaluated
on the basis of total theory. On that basis, as I argue in my 1996, the stage view
is favored over rival accounts.
The stage view, then, is consistent with intrinsic change, but also allows
that continuants instantiate shapes and other temporary intrinsics simpliciter.6
Note that the presentist solution allows both of these claims as well. This virtue
must be weighed against presentism’s vices. Solution one, as well, has various
virtues and vices, as does Lewis’s solution three, the worm view. And of course
the same is true of the stage view. A stalemate will eventually be reached. But
it is not the same stalemate. To whatever extent the problem of temporary
intrinsics is an important consideration, the balance of reasons may be shifted
towards the stage view. Whether this is indeed so is a judgment call.
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