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1. Introduction
Consider Michelangelo’s David. This venerable sculpture is made up of a piece of marble which occupies the exact same space. Despite colocation, David and the marble piece apparently differ in some of their properties. For instance, while the marble piece existed before Michelangelo worked on it, David came into existence after his artistic activities; David can survive losing its toe, the original marble piece would be gone in that case; besides, whereas this famous statue has a distinctive aesthetic or art-historical properties, it is implausible to attribute such features to the mere piece of marble. Given such apparent qualitative differences, are David and the marble piece numerically identical? One-thingers say yes[footnoteRef:1]; the differences in properties are only apparent and can be explained away, preserving the principle of one material object in one location. Multi-thingers, [footnoteRef:2] on the other hand, take the appearance of difference seriously and, following Leibniz’s Law, conclude that (1) David and its material basis, the piece of marble are indeed numerically distinct. [1:  Lewis (1986), Gibbard (1975), Burke (1994) and Carmichael (2020) belong to this group, thus accepting the numerical identity of David and its constituter. ]  [2:  I borrow these terms, ‘one-thingers’ and ‘multi-thingers,’ from Bennett (2004).] 

One popular option among multi-thingers is to accept (2) three-dimensionalism, which says that material objects are wholly present at each moment at which they exist, and (3) take David and the piece to be colocated, i.e., spatially coincident, throughout their coexistence. Instead of identifying David and the marble piece, they (4) postulate a relation of material constitution between them to capture the intuitive idea that David is made up of the piece of marble; that is, David is materially constituted by, but not identical to, the coinciding marble. Call the conjunction of (1)-(4) the Constitution View[footnoteRef:3] and those who endorse it constitutionalists.[footnoteRef:4] Most constitutionalists characterize material constitution as an asymmetric relation (Baker, 2000, 2004; Doepke, 1997, p. 19; Evnine, 2016; Koslicki, 2004, p. 348; Lowe, 1983, pp. 57, 81; Passinsky, 2020, p. 434; Simons, 2000, p. 240; Thomson, 1998, p. 157), and some also as transitive (Baker, 2004; Doepke, 1997, pp. 19-20; Koslicki, 2004, p. 348; Thomson, 1998, p. 157). Such formal attributes of material constitution are meant to capture the idea that the sculpture is something on a higher ontological level than the underlying piece, leading to a hierarchical picture of material reality (Baker, 2000, p. 33; Evnine, 2016, p. 3; Kovacs, 2020, p. 150; See also Thomson, 1998, p. 158; Koslicki, 2004, pp. 348-349); each level in this hierarchy is connected through the relation of material constitution, with the higher ontologically dependent on the lower, and distinct tiers never fuse or intersect, establishing a strict partial order.[footnoteRef:5] [3:  Defenders of the Constitution View include Wiggins (1968), Lowe (1983), Johnston (1992), Doepke (1997), Thomson (1998), Simons (2000), Baker (2000), Fine (2008), Evnine (2016), and Koslicki (2004, 2018). They have also been called ‘coincidentalists’ (Zimmerman, 2002) and ‘Wigginsians’ (Sider, 2002).]  [4:  Constitutionalists differ on the mereological conditions for material constitution. While Baker (2000) rejects any mereological characterization, Doepke (1997) and Johnston (1992, p. 93) include material coincidence, i.e., sharing all material parts, as necessary. Others impose weaker mereological constraints, such as mutual parthood (Thomson, 1998, p. 155) or being composed of the same things (Rea, 1995, pp. 525-526). Fine (2008) and Koslicki (2018), as mereological hylomorphists, analyzes the piece of marble constituting David as David being a hylomorphic compound composed of two parts—the form of statue and the marble piece as its matter.]  [5:  Asymmetry alone is insufficient to establish this ontological hierarchy without any circles; for it only rules out circles involving one or two elements, namely, self-constitution and mutual constitution of two objects. To exclude constitution cycles involving longer chains, we need transitivity in addition.] 

While both asymmetry and transitivity of material constitution have received some philosophical reflection,[footnoteRef:6] asymmetry has been assumed either (a) simply as intuitive without any substantial argument or, at best, (b) as immediately implied by constitution being a relation of ontological dependence, which is also typically assumed to be intuitively asymmetric. While I accept the Constitution View, I think the truth of this widespread assumption that constitution is an asymmetric relation must be seriously reconsidered. For one thing, some constitutionalists characterize material constitution as symmetric (Rea, 1995, p. 527; Pereboom, 2002),[footnoteRef:7] thus casting doubt on (a) the strength and universality of the asymmetricity intuition regarding constitution. For another, several attempts have been made to challenge the asymmetry of ontological dependence (Barnes, 2018, pp. 50-69; Cameron, 2022), thus undermining (b) the easy proof of the asymmetrical constitution doctrine by piggybacking on ontological dependence.  [6:  Baker (2000) initially took material constitution to be nontransitive, yet after Zimmerman’s (2002) critique, she reidentified it as transitive (Baker, 2002, p. 43).]  [7:  Rea (1995) defines material constitution to ensure symmetry: x constitutes y iff there are some things that compose x and also compose y (pp. 526-527). Pereboom (2002) suggests that there are intuitively two distinct constitution relations—the asymmetric one that holds between the object and the relevant stuff or parts, and the symmetrical one that relates two ordinary concrete objects such as a person and her body (pp. 617-618). ] 

Within the above-described context of the Constitution view, I present a novel objection to the asymmetry of material constitution by offering a counterexample composed of two readymade sculptures in a mutually constituting relationship. My challenge to the asymmetry orthodoxy differs from the extant disagreements expressed by Rea (1995) and Pereboom (2002) in two ways. First, I agree with most constitutionalists that material constitution is not symmetrical, for it sounds intuitively true that David does not constitute the marble piece. My claim is rather that not all possible cases of material constitution are one-sided. Second, while Rea and Pereboom reject asymmetry either by definition or through an appeal to their own intuitions, I offer a detailed argument with carefully defended premises and specific examples.
My argument depends on two crucial premises—descriptivism about art ontology and readymade realism, which I explain and defend in section 2. While descriptivism is the dominant methodology in contemporary art ontology, realism about readymades, according to which readymade artworks are genuinely new objects created by artists, not merely preexisting objects appropriated for artistic purposes, is admittedly very controversial and therefore will be defended with two arguments. The crux of these arguments is that if one already endorses the Constitution View, then one should also accept readymade realism, since the motivating reasonings for the former seem equally applicable to the latter. Since the asymmetry of material constitution is an orthodoxy within the Constitution View camp, the above conditional conclusion suffices for my goal to challenge my target audience to reconsider this orthodoxy. In section 3, I present a hypothetical pair of readymade statues seemingly constituting each other. With the help of the two premises along with responses to potential objections discussed throughout section 4, it will be shown that this pair of readymades indeed counts as a forceful counterexample to the orthodoxy that material constitution is asymmetric.
The contributions of this paper can be summarized as follows. First, I offer explicit, detailed arguments for the non-symmetry of material constitution and readymade realism, both of which have received little attention, much less a defense in metaphysical literature. Second, my discussions of mutually constitutive readymades provide interesting challenges to two further widespread metaphysical principles: Locke’s thesis, which says no distinct objects of the same substance kind can be colocated, and the asymmetry of ontological dependence.


2. The Descriptivist Methodology and Readymade Realism
As explained, let me start with the description and defense of two central premises. The first premise is descriptivism, the predominant methodology in contemporary art ontology,[footnoteRef:8] according to which our metaphysical construals of artworks and art-kinds should align with the rationally reflected practices of art. It is explicitly endorsed by numerous art ontologists (Cray, 2014; D. Davies, 2005; S. Davies, 2005; Irvin, 2005, 2008; Lamarque, 2010; Thomasson, 2005b, 2010; Kania, 2008). Famously, David Davies (2005) has claimed that artworks “must be entities that can bear the sorts of properties rightly ascribed to what are termed ‘works’ in our reflective critical and appreciative practice, that are individuated in the ways said ‘works’ are or would be individuated, and that have the modal properties that are reasonably ascribed to ‘works’ in that practice (pp. 17-18). Irvin (2008) echoes this idea, saying “claims about ontology should cohere with the sort of appreciative claims made about artworks within a mature and reflective version of critical practice” (p. 10). [8:  Irvin (2008) confirms this point: “Virtually everyone who has advanced an ontology of art has accepted a constraint to the effect that claims about ontology should cohere with the sort of appreciative claims made about artworks within a mature and reflective version of critical practice” (p. 1).] 

The motivation for descriptivism can be summarized as the following argument: (i) art is a social phenomenon, with artworks and art-kinds being social entities; (ii) social entities are essentially characterized by the relevant social practice rationally construed;[footnoteRef:9] (iii) therefore, artworks and art-kinds are essentially characterized by artistic practice rationally construed.[footnoteRef:10] [9:  Thomasson (2005a) seems to take Roman Ingarden to have endorsed (ii): "Ingarden notes among the essential features of such cultural objects are their connections to certain norms of behavior and interaction: a church is the sort of thing that, as such, requires that we comport ourselves in certain ways towards it" (pp. 118-119). This, however, does not imply that a social object’s essence is exhausted by the relevant practice; a dollar bill might be essentially made of atoms independently of our economic practice. ]  [10:  While no one to my knowledge outwardly gave this precise argument, to my mind this is a reasonable and valid reconstruction of the underlying motivation for most descriptivists (See D. Davies, 2008, p. 18; S. Davies, 2005; Irvin, 2005, 2008; Thomasson, 2005a, 2010; Lamarque, 2010, pp. 7-11; Kania, 2008, pp. 437-438).] 

Subscription to descriptivism does not imply a ban on going beyond or against the actual expert judgments and practice in art. As D. Davies (2005) points out, art practitioners sometimes make contradicting claims, therefore only rationally reinterpreted practice should be considered as authoritative in adjudicating art ontologies. Here the rationality requirement can be naturally read as the demand that deference to artistic practice must be constrained by logical and philosophical considerations, such as logical or conceptual coherence and metaphysical principles.
Descriptivism is intended to range over not only actual artworks in the actual art community, but also counterfactual ones: if some artwork were reasonably treated as having such-and-such features in artistic practice, then ontology should attribute such traits to the work. The fact that descriptivism has such a modal strength can be seen in how it has been applied. To illustrate, while Irvin (2008) argues that Gonzales-Torres’s Untitled (1991), a work consisting of floor-spread candies permitted to be consumed by the audience and replaced over time, is to be construed as an abstract entity, she also notes that if the artist had not given that permission, the resultant work would have been a material sculpture (pp. 8-13). The driving thought here is that in the contemporary institution of art, it is the artist that determines the nature of his own work, and therefore the correct ontology of a given work would be different if the artist had issued a different sanction about his work. Whether one agrees with Irvin on the stipulative authority of the artist or not, it is clear that she takes descriptivism as a metaphysical guidance even in counterfactual situations.
One might understandably stay unmoved by the social ontological motivation for descriptivism. Lacking a decisive argument for descriptivism, I simply point out that disagreement with relevant experts in a given domain is generally a significant theoretical cost; while one could opt for an ontology of electrons or tables that contradicts scientist opinions or common sense, respectively, this mismatch is reasonably taken as a cost rather than a merit. This is not to say that we should defer to artistic practice to the same degree as with science or common knowledge, but to say that one has to pay the same type of cost in contradicting professional judgments in art. All things being equal, then, it is preferable to accept descriptivism than to seek radical art ontology. At any rate, the status of descriptivism as the dominant methodology and the aforementioned considerations in its favor would suffice to justify my use of descriptivism as a premise. 

The situation with the second premise, i.e., readymade realism, is quite different. Readymades are artworks “made” through the artist’s selective presentation of prefabricated or mass-produced objects in an artistic setting, with minimal or no alteration to the original objects. Duchamp’s (1917) Fountain is a stock example: it is a mundane porcelain urinal signed “R. Mutt 1917” appreciated as a sculpture despite little contribution on the artist’s end. While it is tempting to see Fountain simply as an ordinary urinal used rather idiosyncratically, my second premise, readymade realism, states that readymades are newly created objects constituted by the objects selected by the artists, not just these latter preexisting objects as artistically appropriated.
While there are undoubtedly many philosophers derogating the realist treatment of readymades as “thinking things into existence”, recall that my argument here is operating within the Constitution View. It is noteworthy that constitutionalists often get the same charge: Zimmerman (2002), for instance, argues that Baker’s account implies that “a urinal becomes a sculpture when hung on a wall in a museum and given a title” and asks, “do we really believe that anything new comes into existence when we do such things?” (p. 333?) Besides, the attitudes the defenders of the Constitution View take toward the ontic status of readymades are comparatively cautious. While Evnine (2013) remains neutral on whether Fountain is a novel object or merely a urinal used as a sculpture, he underscores that our metaphysical theories must not “rule out categorically that one can bring into existence a sculpture, a new entity, by selecting an existing entity, a urinal, for an exhibition” (p. 423). Baker (2004) remarks that she does not “rule out ‘degenerate’ cases in which a natural object is appropriated without alteration” from potential instances of material constitution (p. 109, n. 12). 
Of course, simply pointing out the general receptiveness to the idea of readymades as new objects is far from establishing its plausibility. In fact, Korman (2015), who explicitly accepts the Constitution View and the literal creation of molded sculpture, outwardly rejects readymade realism: “Nothing new came into existence when Duchamp got hold of the urinal, nor when he signed it “R. Mutt,” nor even when it was put on display … but the number of objects didn’t change” (p. 155).
Fortunately, however, I think there are two reasons to think that if one adopts the Constitution View, then one should also accept realism about readymades. Firstly, and most importantly, the major argument for the Constitution View seems equally applicable to the case of readymades. That is, just as David and the coincident marble piece apparently differ in their modal and aesthetic properties, so do Fountain and the urinal: Fountain could not have existed without the institution of contemporary art, yet the urinal could have; while Fountain serves as a monumental moment in modern art history, the urinal does not. Although one can in principle resist this Leibniz’s-Law-style argument by explaining away the apparent differences in properties, it would be an incongruous move for constitutionalists to make, for the very motivation of postulating the non-identity relation of material constitution between David and the marble piece would then be likewise undermined.
Secondly and relatedly, one can plausibly argue that Fountain is a new object because it has genuinely new causal powers that the urinal on its own cannot possess. This line of argument takes inspiration from Koslicki’s (2020) commentary on Baker, who provides a plausible principled standard whereby constitutionalists can distinguish cases where new constituted objects are created and cases where old objects merely attain new properties. The test is this: does the putative new object have novel causal properties that its material basis cannot instantiate without constituting that object? While David instantiates a host of causal properties such as “causing admiration in museum-goers, fetching a high price at an art auction, etc.,” Koslicki explains, these are not “properties that pieces of marble per se instantiate, unless they constitute” something like a sculpture (p. 132). This is why David counts as a genuine addition to the world. By contrast, using an anvil as a doorstop does not create a new object, i.e., a doorstop, because while “the anvil acquires a new property (viz., being used as a doorstop),” this only happens by enlisting properties the anvil already has to begin with (e.g., its heaviness) and “does not bring about the anvil’s instantiation of whole classes of causal properties that anvils per se do not instantiate” (pp. 132-133). Inasmuch as this standard is plausible for constitutionalists, we can straightforwardly apply it to Fountain: since Fountain exert unique causal influences that the urinal per se lacked without constituting the putative sculpture (e.g., eliciting admiration of Duchamp’s artistic ingenuity, changing the history of modern art, inspiring other artists), Duchamp indeed created a new object—a readymade sculpture. Given these arguments, I conclude that constitutionalists should accept readymade realism 


3. The Johnson-Duchamp Scenario: Mutually Constituting Readymades
Here is my counterexample to the asymmetry of material constitution:

Marcel Duchamp at a bar tells his friends that he is going to grab a urinal at the nearest dumpster and submit it as his work under the title Fountain. In the corner of the bar, Johnson, Duchamp’s rival, was secretly overhearing Duchamp's plan. Then Johnson silently heads out and picks up an abandoned urinal at the nearest dumpster. He inscribes his name on the bottom side of the urinal and then declares, “The readymade that will be made out of this urinal by Duchamp will become my readymade’s material. And I name this future work of mine, Duchamp's Dirty Urinal.” Then off he goes.
Unbeknownst to Johnson, Duchamp, through his amazing mind-reading abilities, discovers that Johnson was going to do this and changes his plan. He heads to the dumpster, picks up the urinal Johnson earlier chose, and writes down his name on its side with a permanent marker. Then he declares: “I hereby create my new statue, Fountain for Johnson, which I intend to be made up of Johnson's readymade.” Weeks later, Duchamp and Johnson meet and agree to have their works exhibited as two single-authored readymade statues. The curator at the museum happily accepts their decisions, and consequently, at the exhibition a seemingly single urinal is placed on the stand under two distinct labels, one saying “Johnson, Duchamp's Dirty Urinal” and the other “Duchamp, Fountain for Johnson.” All audiences, including art critics and aestheticians, classify their works accordingly, i.e., as distinct yet mutually dependent sculptures occupying the same space, and extol the two artists’ ingenuity in challenging our tacit assumption that each region of space can only be occupied by a single physical artwork. 

Here, there is perfect agreement within artistic practice in this hypothetical world on Johnson and Duchamp’s readymades: they all accept the works as two distinct sculptures made up of each other. Hence, given descriptivism with its modal force, we should defer to these opinions and admit that the two readymades do materially constitute each other, thus refuting the asymmetry[footnoteRef:11] of material constitution,[footnoteRef:12] unless there are some considerations to think doing so is irrational. One such reason, the thought that readymades are just artistically appropriated objects preceding the artist’s selection, has been handled by my defense of readymade realism. The remaining considerations against taking the situation literally will be considered in the next section. [11:  Note that strictly speaking, Duchamp and Johnson’s readymades are most directly a counterexample to the antisymmetry of material constitution, i.e., x and y cannot constitute each other provided that x≠y. The asymmetry orthodoxy, in fact, contains two parts: material constitution is such that (1) no mutual constitution is possible if x≠y (antisymmetry) and (2) no self-constitution is possible (irreflexivity). Hence, it is in principle possible to attack either (1) or (2) in order to falsify asymmetry. My counterexample here is meant to take the first route, attacking only the antisymmetry of the matter relation. A direct counterexample to irreflexivity looks rather hard to come up with, at least in my view. Yet once antisymmetry is taken down, however, one can get such a counterexample through transitivity.]  [12:  If we accept further that constitution is transitive (Baker, 2000; Koslicki, 2008), we also get a counterexample to irreflexivity: Duchamp’s sculpture constitutes itself and ditto for Johnson’s. While this is surely an interesting result as well, here I only focus on asymmetry.] 

One clarification before we move on: in saying that the two readymades constitute each other, I do not deny that the original urinal constitutes both sculptures. That is, Duchamp’s Dirty Urinal is simultaneously constituted by Fountain for Johnson and by the urinal, and similarly for Fountain for Johnson. Such multiplication of constituters should is no additional metaphysical cost; as mentioned earlier, material constitution is often thought of as a transitive relation, allowing David to be concurrently constituted by the marble piece, an aggregate of mineral granules, a heap of quarks and electrons, etc. What is distinctive about the current example is simply that two statues form a circular constitutional structure, where each sculpture is also constitutionally related to the same urinal, which is, in turn, further constituted by numerous coinciding objects such as a piece of porcelain, a matrix of aluminosilicate minerals, and a bundle of subatomic particles, etc.


4. Theoretical Reasons to Reject Mutually Constituting Readymades?
4.1. Mutually constituting readymades are “alien art”.
Admittedly, it is unclear whether our actual art community would be willing to accept mutually constituting sculptures as legitimate works of art. Indeed, to my knowledge, no actual artists have ever attempted anything like this. One might therefore suspect that my hypothetical readymades are not really “artworks,” for the underpinning practice best counts as “alien art”, a numerically different social phenomenon from our actual artistic practice. These sculptures, therefore, lie outside the application range of descriptivism.
My reply is that considering the iconoclasm and malleability of contemporary art, it is hard to believe that the acceptance of mutually constituting sculptures as artworks would be impossible within the current artistic practice. A good number of revolutionary artworks, including Duchamp’s Fountain, were initially rejected as non-art, inciting heated debate among art practitioners. Thanks to these revolutionary attempts, the extension of art has expanded beyond what artists prior to the modern era could possibly have imagined. Moreover, it is often the most novel and unorthodox works that are most highly valued in contemporary art. Given this impetus for expansion and evolution in our actual artistic practice, then, it seems reasonable to think that mutually constituting readymades are indeed genuine artworks, albeit possible ones, unless some convincing counterargument is mounted.

4.2. Absence of the Preexisting materials
Artists cannot create ex nihilo; one must work on some preexisting ingredients to make art. The sculptor produces a sculpture by chipping away unnecessary parts from the marble block, and the painter works on already-existing canvasses with paint. Now in our hypothetical tale, the intended constituters—the two statues—do not exist when Johnson or Duchamp attempted to create their sculptures at the dumpster. Therefore, one might think their creative endeavors foundered. Either both failed to create any work, or they only produced a single collaborated sculpture constituted by the urinal when they agreed to have their “readymades” exhibited.
The above reasoning is flawed in two ways. First, while it is certainly true that we cannot create material objects ex nihilo, it does not thereby follow that the intended materials must precede the creative activities of the artists. There were some materials preceding the artworks—the urinal and some permanent marker on which the two artists “labored on.” In fact, even in some paradigm cases of material constitution, the constituted object and the relevant ingredients are created simultaneously. In Gibbard’s (1975) famous tale, the sculptor brings Goliath the statue and its constituter, Lumpl the lump of clay, into existence simultaneously, by putting two smaller lumps together (pp. 190-191). Moreover, the simultaneous creation of the work and its materials is not an infrequent sight in visual art. Consider the production of photography. The material basis, i.e., the constituter, of a picture is a piece of paper with certain colored chemicals, which are created over the process of photography development. Many installation artists provide the museum only with blueprints and instructions, and it is the construction workers who physically build them. Often the intended constituter of the artwork is created along with the work itself, as in the case of a minimalist composition built out of cement blocks synthesized on site.

4.3. Failure of Intended Reference 
In the Duchamp-Johnson scenario, both artists’ creative intentions are hostage to each other’s; Johnson intended nothing other than Duchamp’s readymade to be his sculpture’s material basis and vice versa. Now, note that Johnson seems to have left the bar with the understanding that Duchamp was going to create a readymade directly with a urinal, not with another person’s sculpture. However, Duchamp changed his mind and decided instead to create his readymade out of Johnson’s work rather than the ordinary urinal. One might therefore suspect that Johnson’s creative attempt foundered, since his intended referent in his artistic declaration was a sculpture corresponding to Duchamp’s original plan which was never executed. Given Duchamp’s intention was to use Johnson’s work as underlying his sculpture, then, it seems that Duchamp also failed. Hence, no sculpture was created pace the artists and the other experts.
One might be tempted to reply that the definite description—“the readymade that will be made out of this urinal by Duchamp”—that Johnson used in his declaration is satisfied by Duchamp’s modified work. This, however, cannot meet the current objection because, when it comes to the success of a creative attempt, it is not the semantic reference but the intended reference by the maker that needs to latch onto the relevant materials. Suppose an artist instructs the gallery to use “those ceramic pieces” in her garage to install her work and the gallery workers did as they were told, but these pieces turn out to be plastic imitations. While the phrase “those ceramic pieces” semantically fails to refer to the blocks in the garage, the artist still successfully has her work made in this case, because she pointed to them to the workers as her intended reference. If her intention to refer to the plastic pieces foundered in the first place, then her creative endeavor would not have succeeded at all. In contrast, Johnson does seemingly fail at picking out the object he intended to as the material for his creation and therefore does appear to fail to create.
My own response to the objection is twofold. First, it is compatible with the scenario to suppose that Johnson only had a vague idea about how Duchamp was going to make a sculpture out of the urinal, without the detailed knowledge of the plan and hence without the supposition that Duchamp’s work will take the urinal as its direct material basis. Then, Johnson’s referential intention would have been general enough to cover both possibilities, i.e., a work directly constituted by the urinal (Duchamp’s original plan) and a work utilizing another readymade associated with the urinal (Duchamp’s modified plan). One could therefore reasonably think Johnson’s intended reference succeeds in picking out the modified sculpture by Duchamp despite the change in its author’s intention, and therefore neither of the two creative attempts failed.
Second, even granting that Johnson and Duchamp failed to create at the moment of their dumpster declarations, I could argue that the readymades were created when they later meet and submit their works as single-authored and mutually constituted readymades. Since no similar reference failure happens at this later stage, the current objection does not apply to this suggestion on later creation.


4.4. Asymmetry Built in the Concept of Constitution
One might reject my counterexample by pointing out the apparent conceptual connection between asymmetry and the relation of material constitution. While ‘material constitution’ is technical jargon in philosophy, it is meant to capture our everyday notion of being made up of. And this concept, the thought goes, seems to imply asymmetry; for if x is made up of y and x≠y, then it might well be thought that y cannot be made up of x. If the metaphysical notion of constitution is to answer to our commonsense grip on the idea of being made up of, constitution must be deemed asymmetrical. Non-symmetric constitution, then, is just a conceptual blunder.
While I endorse that material constitution is a philosophical device to capture our intuition about being made up of, I think it false that the latter workaday concept implies asymmetry for two reasons. First, Rea (1995) and Pereboom (2002), as noted above, construe material constitution as answerable to our everyday expression ‘being made up of’ yet characterizes the relation as symmetric. Therefore, it is simply false that asymmetry is built in our ordinary concept of being made up of or the philosophical notion of constitution.
Second, the analogous case of parthood weakens the plausibility of the claim that the pedestrian notion of being made up of conceptually entails asymmetry. Note that both material constitution and parthood are philosophical notions designed to accommodate the everyday notion of being made up of; saying that the colored glass shards are parts of the stained glass is the philosopher’s way of saying that the stained glass is made up of the shards. Now although Classical Mereology characterizes parthood as antisymmetric, there have been various attempts to question this assumption. Tillman and Fowler (2012) say that on the Russellian conception of propositions, the universe and the proposition that the universe exists contain each other as a proper part (p. 525). Kleinschmidt (2011) also defends the conceivability of two statues, Clifford and Kibbles, being a proper part of each other because a later stage of Clifford travels back in time and becomes a proper part of Kibbles, which in turn is a proper part of the earlier stage of Clifford (pp. 256-257). While these counterexamples come across as fantastical, Cotnoir and Varzi (2021) rightly remark that they “cannot be rejected merely by appealing to the ordinary meaning of ‘part’” (p. 66) and thus sufficiently show that the very concept of parthood cannot be construed to imply antisymmetry even if the relation itself might ultimately prove antisymmetric for other reasons. Rea (2010), as a constitutionalist, even provides a more realistic potential counterexample to the antisymmetry of parthood; he suggests that if we reject mereological extensionalism, a constituted object and its constituter might share all their parts while being distinct objects, which implies that they are an (improper) part of each other (p. 495)
Analogously, I reckon, there is no reason to think that material constitution, as another philosophical notion answerable to our ordinary concept of being made up of, has antisymmetricity built-in. As asymmetricity implies antisymmetry, a fortiori, there is no reason to think that constitution must be conceptually asymmetric. Hence, the present critique that it is conceptually impossible for two things to constitute each other is impotent.

4.5. Violation of Locke’s thesis.
One might look to other metaphysical considerations that help dispel the appearance of mutual constitution in the Duchamp-Johnson scenario. One such objection starts with the observation that sculpture is a substance kind,[footnoteRef:13] and the two readymades are sculptures. Given this, one could retort that such works are metaphysically impossible, since they violate Locke’s thesis,[footnoteRef:14] according to which no two distinct objects of the same substance kind can completely spatially coincide. Since Locke’s thesis is widely accepted, even among defenders of the Constitution View,[footnoteRef:15] one might say that deferring to art practice regarding the readymade examples is not licensed by descriptivism due to its rationality requirement.  [13:  Here I understand x’s substance kind as the kind that answers the question, what kind of object is x essentially and fundamentally?, and at least partly determines x’s essence, persistence, and individuation. This roughly corresponds to Baker’s (2002) notion of primary kind (p. 32) and Wiggins’ (2001) notion of substance kind or sortal. For arguments that sculpture is a substance kind, see Evnine, 2016, pp. 134.]  [14:  The phrase ‘Locke’s thesis’ is borrowed from Fine (2000). The same principle has been variously called as ‘Wiggins’s thesis’, ‘the Locke/Wiggins Thesis’ (Johnston, 2006), or ‘the Kind Exclusion Thesis’ (Evnine, 2016, p. 103), etc.]  [15:  Wiggins (1968) belongs to this group. Koslicki (2004) entertains the question of whether it is possible “for one sculpture to constitute another sculpture” and says even most multi-thingers “find same-kind coincidence disturbing” (pp. 359-360, footnote 29). In contrast, Fine (2000) and Evnine (2016) reject Locke’s thesis. Johnston (2006) takes a cautious yet open attitude to its falsity (pp. 668-669). Thomson’s (1998) artifact thesis that “no two artifacts can occupy the same place at the same time” (p. 166) can create a similar objection that can be met by my responses here. ] 

	In response I say we should not endorse Locke’s thesis in full generality. It does have intuitive appeal; it is unthinkable for a dog to constitute another, and likewise for cars, stools, fireplaces, etc. That said, its universal application has been questioned with counterexamples.[footnoteRef:16] Fine (2000) describes two coinciding letters written by a couple each by scorching the marks with a lit cigarette. Spolaore (2012) provides another counterexample in which “a very thin and broad net [is] rolled up to obtain … a string and then [is] used to make up another, thicker net” (p. 113).[footnoteRef:17] [16:  For detailed discussions of these counterexamples, see Evnine (2016, pp. 103-106, 129-133).]  [17:  Johnston (2006) also provides a case of two colocated signs yet rather cautiously stays neutral on whether to reject Locke’s thesis (pp. 669-672). See also Simons (1985) for the more radical argument that indefinitely many heaps of grains may be colocated, although he, quite rightly, later recants this given that heap is not likely a substance kind (Simons, 2000). ] 

Here I add another counterexample to Locke’s thesis particularly in the realm of art. Consider Rauschenberg’s (1953) infamous piece, Erased de Kooning Drawing, which was obtained by rubbing off the original drawing done by another artist, Willem de Kooning. Rauschenberg’s work has only barely visible traces of de Kooning’s drawing on an almost empty sheet of paper. Now imagine that instead Rauschenberg had left a significant portion of the initial marks and thus instead created Partially Erased de Kooning Drawing. In this alternative situation, arguably the original drawing would still remain in existence albeit in a severely damaged form. Furthermore, it would be natural to think that the marred drawing by de Kooning would materially constitute the later work, Partially Erased de Kooning Drawing.
Note that the original drawing obviously belongs to kind drawing. I argue that Partially Erased de Kooning Drawing, completely coinciding in space with the original de Kooning drawing, should also be taken as a drawing. First, our hypothetical Partially Erased de Kooning Drawing and the actual Erased de Kooning Drawing differ only in the extent to which the original marks were rubbed away and therefore should belong to the same art-kind. Second, the latter actual work is in fact classified under the category, drawing, and has been displayed at exhibitions themed specifically on drawings such as Group Drawings at Poindexter Gallery, American Drawings at Guggenheim Museum, and Drawing Now at MOMA (San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, 2013, July). This is also apt from a metaphysical perspective, for Rauschenberg’s own intention was to create a drawing through erasure,[footnoteRef:18] and it is the maker’s intention that determines the kind her work belongs to provided that her creative activities succeed on the widely accepted metaphysics of artifacts.[footnoteRef:19] If two distinct paintings can be colocated, then, it would be natural to suppose that two sculptures can coincide in space yet stay numerically different. [18:  As Roberts (2013, July) explains, “Rauschenberg … wanted to discover a way to make a drawing with an eraser. He had tried erasing one of his own drawings but found the results lacking. He became convinced that the only way to create a work of art through erasure would be to start with a drawing by an artist of universally recognized significance.” (para. 2)]  [19:  That the creator’s intention fixes the kind of the artifact is prevalent in the literature on the metaphysics of artifacts and artworks (See Baker, 2004, p. 104; Bloom, 1996, p. 12; Thomasson, 2005b, p. 224)] 

Therefore, Locke’s thesis, I think, is simply false as a general metaphysical principle. Its philosophical significance lies rather in illuminating the exclusionary character of most ordinary natural and artifactual kinds; due to the nature of dog, a dog cannot constitute another dog. However, as shown above, such exclusivity does not hold of some substance kinds like letter, net, and drawing. 

4.6. Violation of the Asymmetry of Ontological Dependence.
Most constitutionalists take the constituted object to ontologically depend on its constituter for existence; David cannot exist without some hunk of matter such as the marble piece constituting it[footnoteRef:20]. Now, one might argue that mutual constitution is therefore metaphysically impossible, given that ontological dependence is widely characterized as asymmetric (Bennett, 2017, pp. 26-28, Johnston, 2006; Koslicki, 2013; Schaffer, 2010, p. 359; see also Rosen, 2010 while his focus is rather on grounding). [20:  To borrow a term from Koslicki (2013), David is generically existentially necessarily dependent on some solid piece of physical matter, where x’s generic existential necessary dependence on Fs means that “necessarily, x exists only if some Fs exist” (p. 40).] 

There are two options available to me. One is to follow Kovacs (2020) in rejecting the idea that material constitution is a dependence relation. However, this option has the drawback of losing the appealing hierarchical picture of material reality, for constitution would fail to delineate distinct ontological levels; it would not be the case that David is ontologically something more than its constituting matter.
Therefore, I prefer the second route: denying the asymmetry of both material constitution and ontological dependence. Since the asymmetry of ontological dependence has been already questioned (Barnes, 2018, pp. 50-69; Cameron, 2022), I do see this option as perfectly tenable. In fact, one could think of my example of the mutually constituting readymades as offering another counterexample to the doctrine of asymmetrical ontological dependence. Furthermore, given the intuitively tight link between material constitution and ontological dependence, claiming the metaphysical impossibility of mutual constitution on the grounds of that of mutual dependence could be simply begging the question, for if one is inclined to discard the asymmetry of constitution, then one would also likely reject the asymmetry of ontic dependence.
One might still want to keep such metaphysical principles as Locke’s thesis and the asymmetry of ontological dependence intact, or reject readymade realism, rather than accept the non-asymmetry of material constitution, despite all my arguments above. This is all fine by me. Even if I failed to persuade the reader that material constitution is non-asymmetric, the above discussion should sufficiently show that rejecting the asymmetry of constitution is a metaphysically defendable position, and therefore constitutionalists should not go on assuming material constitution to be an asymmetric relation simply based on their intuition.

5. Conclusion
Under the plausible premises of readymade realism and descriptivism, I have provided a novel argument against the asymmetry of material constitution. Constitutionalists should not simply assume constitution as non-asymmetric, for it is reasonable to think it metaphysically possible for two material objects to constitute each other.
I must emphasize, however, that giving up on the asymmetry of material constitution, does not disrupt much of the hierarchical metaphysical picture originally painted by most constitutionalists. This reassurance seems needed, especially given that Baker (2004), a major figure of the Constitution View, construed asymmetry as such an important feature of material constitution as to say “I’d give up the whole project before I’d give up asymmetry” (p. 44). Hence why I need to reassure the constitutionalists that surrendering asymmetry is not so disastrous to their project.
Firstly, note that mere non-symmetricity does not collapse material constitution into mere colocation. While colocation is symmetric (Lowe, 1983, p. 57; Wasserman, 2004, p. 694), I have only argued for the non-symmetry of constitution. Regardless of what happens between the two readymades, we can still maintain that although the marble piece constitutes David, David does not materially constitute that piece of marble. Additionally, colocation can be distinguished from constitution in its non-formal aspects, for only the latter captures the intuitive sense in which a statue is made up of, say, a lump of clay.
Secondly. neither does non-symmetry not demolish the hierarchical picture of material reality, which has made the Constitution View appealing to many. Granted, it does introduce some overlaps and circles in the ontic structure: in my hypothetical scenario, two ontological levels merge at one juncture because distinct readymade sculptures constitute each other. Yet this does not amount to every instance of material constitution being mutual or cyclical. Indeed, it is likely that in the actual world, the relation of constitution only flows unidirectionally; that is, it is likely the case that for any actual x and y, whenever x constitutes y, y does not constitute x. Even in our hypothetical Johnson-Duchamp world, this is the case for all cases of material constitution except the tiny “bubble” created by two ingenuous artists. So, even in that world, mutual constitution is a peculiar exception rather than the norm; the rest of the material world, from the perspective of the Constitution View, would have separate strata ordered in a neat, mostly non-intersecting hierarchical manner.
Thirdly, note also that nothing I said cuts against the Constitution View itself: one can say without a contradiction that Duchamp and Johnson’s readymades are (1) numerically distinct, (2) wholly present at each moment they exist, (3) occupying the exact same region of space, and (4) made up of each other. While this does violate Locke’s thesis and the asymmetry of ontological dependence, I see no reason to take either principle to be indispensable to the Constitution View.
I conclude that postulating a non-asymmetric relation of constitution does not take away anything central to or appealing about the Constitution View. Constitutionalists, therefore, should take seriously the possibility of reciprocal material constitution and the resultantly more dynamic picture of material reality with distinct yet ontic levels with bubbles that fuse some of them.
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