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The question of the nature and metaphysical status of the self is among
the most challenging issues in the philosophy of mind. Although
contemporary philosophers tend to show less favor toward substance
dualism, Dean Zimmerman—by focusing on the vagueness of ordinary
material objects and the problem of the many—has advanced a novel
argument against materialism and sought to defend emergent substance
dualism. This argument has provoked serious responses and critiques
from materialist philosophers. The present study, while defending
Zimmerman’s position, first offers a more streamlined formulation of his
argument by eliminating certain unnecessary assumptions. In the next
step, through a critical evaluation of materialist replies, it aims to
demonstrate the inadequacy of their proposed solutions. Ultimately, the
concluding argument of the paper contends that any materialist attempt to
sharpen the material boundaries of the self in order to escape the problem
of vagueness inevitably commits materialists to a framework that
resembles emergent substance dualism—such that the boundary between
the two views becomes increasingly difficult to maintain.
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Extended Abstract

The inquiry into the nature and metaphysical status of the self persists as one of the most
formidable challenges within contemporary philosophy of mind. While the intellectual
climate of the late twentieth century largely relegated substance dualism to the margins of
serious discourse—favoring instead various iterations of physicalism or property dualism—
the work of Dean Zimmerman has prompted a significant re-evaluation of the dualist
framework. Zimmerman’s intervention is unique in that it does not rely solely on traditional
Cartesian intuitions regarding the separability of mind and body; rather, it proceeds from a
rigorous analysis of the "Problem of the Many" and the inherent vagueness that characterizes
all ordinary material objects. The article under consideration serves as both a defense and a
refinement of Zimmerman’s argument for Emergent Substance Dualism (ESD). It posits that
when the materialist attempts to account for the precise and determinate nature of conscious
experience within the context of a vague and indeterminate physical world, they are
eventually driven toward a metaphysical structure that is functionally indistinguishable from
the very dualism they seek to avoid.

At the heart of the debate lies the observation that ordinary material objects, such as
the human brain or body, lack sharp, ontologically privileged boundaries. From a
mereological perspective, any macroscopic object is a collection of billions of subatomic
particles. However, there is no objective, non-arbitrary reason to include or exclude a
particular atom at the periphery of the brain’s border. This leads to the "Problem of the
Many": for every person, there are millions of overlapping, slightly different sets of atoms,
each of which has an equal claim to being "the brain" or "the body." If materialism is true,
and the subject of experience is identical to a material object, then we are faced with a
troubling dilemma. Either there are millions of distinct subjects of experience inhabiting the
same space—an '"explosion of thinkers"—or there is some mysterious, miraculous
coincidence whereby the precise laws of consciousness happen to latch onto one specific,
vague linguistic boundary rather than another. Zimmerman argues that the first-person
perspective is characterized by a "determinacy" and "unity" that is fundamentally at odds
with the "fuzziness" of material aggregates.

The present study begins by streamlining Zimmerman’s original formulation. It argues
that the core of the argument can be maintained even if one relaxes certain metaphysical
assumptions, such as the strict adherence to adverbialism or specific theories of sense-data.
The primary tension is between the "psychophysical laws" that govern the emergence of
consciousness and the "linguistic rules" that define material objects. Psychophysical laws, if
they are to be understood as laws of nature, must be precise; they must determine exactly
when and where a conscious state arises. Linguistic rules, by contrast, are products of human
convention and are inherently vague. The materialist is thus forced to explain why a precise
law of nature would be sensitive to the vague boundaries of a "brain" as defined by common
parlance. This "miraculous coincidence" is, for Zimmerman and the author of the article, a
significant explanatory failure of standard materialism.
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In response to this challenge, materialist philosophers have proposed several counter-
strategies, most notably the "inheritance of properties" model advocated by Penelope Mackie.
Mackie suggests that the problem of "too many thinkers" can be bypassed by distinguishing
between "primary" and "derivative" thinkers. In this view, there might be many overlapping
material candidates, but consciousness is "primarily" possessed by only one micro-precise
part, while the larger, vague body possesses it only "derivatively." The article subjects this
response to a scathing critique. It argues that Mackie’s solution collapses under the weight
of its own semantic and epistemic costs. If the "self" I refer to as "I" is merely a derivative
thinker, then the intimacy and immediacy of first-person experience are lost. Furthermore,
this approach does not truly eliminate the multiplicity of thinkers; it merely reorganizes them,
failing to provide a robust account of how a single, unified subject of experience can emerge
from a sea of vague physical candidates.

Another radical materialist alternative discussed is "Manyism," a view recently
defended by Luke Roelofs. Manyism bites the bullet by accepting that there are indeed
millions of overlapping conscious minds for every human body. These minds share their
experiences, creating the illusion of a single subject. The article evaluates this through the
lens of "Hedonic Beneficence"—the ethical principle that we should maximize pleasure and
minimize pain. If Manyism were true, the moral weight of a single person’s suffering would
be multiplied a millionfold, leading to absurd ethical conclusions. More importantly, the
article argues that Manyism fails to respect the internal logic of the unity of consciousness.
The experience of being a single "self" is not merely an aggregate of millions of identical
experiences; it is a singular, ontologically simple datum that Manyism cannot adequately
reconstruct.

The article then pivots to a defense of Emergent Substance Dualism as the most
parsimonious solution to these problems. Under ESD, the "self" is not identical to the brain
or any part of the body. Instead, it is a simple, non-composite substance that emerges when
a physical system (like the brain) reaches a certain threshold of complexity. Because the
emergent soul is a simple substance, it does not have parts and, therefore, does not suffer
from the problem of vague boundaries. The psychophysical law does not need to choose
between millions of vague material candidates; it simply produces a single, determinate soul.
However, ESD faces its own version of the "Many" problem: if millions of slightly different
physical systems are present, why doesn't each one produce its own emergent soul, leading
to "Too Many Souls"?

Zimmerman’s response to this is the "Overdetermination" or "Redundancy" thesis,
which suggests that the laws of emergence are structured such that multiple overlapping
physical triggers result in the production of only one soul. While critics call this "ad hoc,"
the author of the article argues that it is far more plausible than the materialist alternatives.
The author goes a step further, suggesting that the "self" is essentially a "limit case" of
physical complexity. The paper concludes with a sophisticated synthesis: any materialist who
tries to solve the problem of vagueness by "sharpening" the boundaries of the self—perhaps
by identifying the self with a specific, micro-precise physical event or "halo"—is no longer
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defending "standard" materialism. By isolating a precise, non-vague entity as the bearer of
consciousness, the materialist effectively moves toward a framework that mirrors the
structure of substance dualism.

In this final analysis, the boundary between "Speculative Materialism" and "Emergent
Substance Dualism" becomes increasingly porous. If the materialist insists that the self is a
perfectly precise physical thing, they are forced to imbue that thing with properties that
distinguish it fundamentally from all other "vague" material objects. At that point, the
difference between calling this entity a "precise material object" or an "emergent non-
material soul" becomes a matter of nomenclature rather than a deep metaphysical
disagreement. The article thus concludes that the journey from the vagueness of material
objects leads inevitably to a dualistic architecture. Whether one retains the label of
materialism or embraces ESD, the resulting metaphysics must acknowledge a subject of
experience that stands apart from the mereological indeterminacy of the physical world. This
study, therefore, not only defends Zimmerman’s specific arguments but also highlights a
broader convergence in contemporary metaphysics where the rigors of analytic philosophy
are used to breathe new life into the classical concept of the soul as a simple and unified
substance.
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