
Metaphysics
Bucknell University, Fall 2019

Time: MWF, 1:00-1:52, Coleman Hall 221. http://phil22501fa2019.courses.bucknell.edu/

Instructor: Robby Finley, robby.finley@bucknell.edu. Office: 231 Vaughn Lit.

Course Description: Our language contains an especially broad tool that we (perhaps unfortunately) rely
on quite a bit, either on its own or in compounds: ‘thing’. Take a few examples: (i) “He takes that thing
everywhere,” (ii) “Grits and polenta aren’t really the same thing,” (iii) “Everything that goes into the box
should be counted,” (iv) “Can you imagine something lasting 400 years?”

Metaphysics, as a sub-field of philosophy, might be thought of as the inquiry into a class of questions
surrounding the notion of ‘thing’ at the most general level. In this class, we approach the following questions
in order: What things are there? How can we talk about those things? What makes two objects instances
of the same thing? If we took away all of the properties from a thing, what would be left? What makes
Felix at one time the same thing as Felix two years later? What is the relation between parts of a thing and
the whole? Do things have strict boundaries? Could things be different? How do we understand change in
things? Are some things beyond our knowledge?

These are all very abstract and very hard questions. We will not come to final answers in this class
(spoiler), but we will learn a variety of both modern and historical views on these questions and gain a
variety of philosophical tools that not only help us each think more clearly and precisely, but also help us all
discuss and solve problems together. Due to the abstract nature of these questions, no particular background
knowledge is needed for this course. We are all equal inquirers when it comes to metaphysics.

The Metaphysician’s Oath: In becoming metaphysicians, students should intend (and expect) to learn
the following:

1. By the end of this course, students will know and be able to articulate ways of demarcating metaphysics as
a field, a variety of philosophical questions in metaphysics, and various ways to respond to those questions.

2. Students will develop their abilities to critically discuss and evaluate primary philosophical texts, whether
those be classical works in the tradition or modern articles.

3. Students will hone their ability to discuss and write about philosophical questions in a clear and under-
standable way as they work to write about philosophy in the informal context of the course blog.

4. Students will practice their skills in discussion and peer feedback via a respectful and thoughtful collabo-
rative environment they help create through online posts and assignments throughout the semester. They
will walk away with a sense of how to approach philosophy collaboratively, rather than in isolation.

Office Hours: W 2-4pm, and by appointment. You can book 30 min slots on my google appointment page.
If I run out of slots I will always try to add more (when I can). Please do not hesitate to come to office hours
or schedule a meeting if you have any questions about course material, assigned questions, or returned work
(or just metaphysics/philosophy in general).

Textbooks: The textbook for this course is M.J. Loux and T. M. Crisp, Metaphysics: A Contemporary
Introduction, 4th Edition, Routledge, 2017. We will also be reading excerpts and articles from philosophical
works and articles, many of which are collected together in a companion anthology, M.J. Loux, Metaphysics:
Contemporary Readings, 2nd edition, Routledge, 2008. All other readings will be made available online.
If you have any concerns or difficulties procuring these books, whether it be a financial worry or they are
simply hard to locate, I would like to help so please talk to me.

Requirements: Participation in discussion and 17 short responses prior to the designated classes below
on our class blog (30%, roughly 10%, and 20% respectively). There are a total of 20 opportunities to write
short responses, so you are able to skip three. This is designed so that when inevitable conflicts arise (e.g.
paper for another class, weekend adventures, family emergency), you have a built-in fall back measure. This
also means further conflicts will not be considered excusable, since missing four or more would mean that
you have really missed out on a considerable chunk (≥ 20%) of the material for this course. You will usually
have two chances per week to write a short response, but in weeks where papers are due things might differ.
If one chooses, one could complete all 20 short responses, but no extra credit will be given for doing so
(although, I think it would be very rewarding in other ways!).
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These responses should be kept short - about 250 words, or 1-2 paragraphs. They are intended to help you
prepare for the upcoming week and provide low stakes writing opportunities to discuss philosophy outside of
a strict academic/paper-driven context. Write in the same style as you would speak to your friend outside
the class. Each post is due by 8pm on the day before the class discussing the relevant readings. You will
be given a randomized pseudonym to post under so that your online identity is separate from your in class
identity. I will choose several posts each week to frame the discussion, but you should not feel like you have
to give away your identity and defend your words if they are chosen. You may even build a totally separate
identity online that holds different views than you do! I will keep a running index on the site with number
of posts per pseudonym so that you will always know where you stand. I also encourage you to continue to
take part in the conversation even after your required post.

Two short papers, approximately 3-5 pages (40%). You will have a choice of topics from a list passed
out at least a week in advance. The penalty for late papers is one-third of a letter grade for every 24 hours
late. For example, if papers are due at 5pm on Monday and you turn yours in at 6pm, a paper that would
otherwise have received an A will receive a A-. If that same A paper were turned in on Tuesday at 6pm, it
would receive a B+, and so on.

A final paper (30%), approximately 10 pages. The idea here is that you can go into detail on one topic
that interested you during the semester. Our two shorter papers will help build you up to this longer paper,
where you will be expected not only to examine a paper we did not cover in class, but also provide you own
thoughts and critique. More details will be given when the time comes around.

Provisional Course Outline: What follows is an (ambitious) outline of the readings. Selected passages to
concentrate on, or particular questions to consider, both for the lectures and for the short responses, will be
announced in class along with the response post questions. This is intended to help you focus on key parts
relevant to discussion, but it should not be seen as an invitation to skip the rest of the material. ‘*’ marks
extra material for those interested.

Week Date Topic TB Reading(s) Assignments

1. Aug. 26 What is Metaphysics? 1–16 *Philosophy Bites, “Kit Fine
on What is Metaphysics?”,
(click here)

Aug. 28 Causes and First Principles Aristotle, Metaphysics (ex-
cerpts)

Aug. 30 Existence: What is there? Quine, “On What There Is”,
I/3 (pp.42–49)

2. Sep. 2 Existence: Holes Lewis & Lewis, “Holes” SR 1

Sep. 4 Existence: Traps! Varzi, “From Language to
Ontology”

Sep. 6 Universals: Intro 17–29 SR 2

3 Sep. 9 Universals: Plato Plato, Parmenides (selec-
tions), (pdf)

SR 3

Sep. 11 Universals: Realism 29–42 Russell, “The World of Uni-
versals,” I/1

Sep. 13 Universals: Nominalism 45–60 Quine, “On What There Is”,
I/3 (pp.49–56)

SR 4
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Week Date Topic TB Reading(s) Assignments

4. Sep. 16 Universals: Trope Theory 60–77 Williams, “On the Elements
of Being”

Sep. 18 Universals: Wrap-up Paper Outlines

Sep. 20 Peer Paper Meetings

5. Sep. 23 Particulars: Intro 82–94 Paper 1

Sep. 25 Particulars: Bundle Theory 94–99 Black, “The Identity of In-
discernibles,” (II/6)

Sep. 27 Particulars: Substratum
Theory

99–104 Allaire, “Bare Particulars,”
(II/7)

SR 5

6. Sep. 30 Particulars: Substance The-
ory

104–114 Haslanger “Parts, Com-
pounds, and Substantial
Unity” (pdf)

SR 6

Oct. 2 Particulars: Conventional-
ism

Quine, “Speaking of Ob-
jects,” (pdf)

Oct. 4 Persistence: Intro Wi-phi Video, Jennifer
Wang, “Ship of Theseus”
(click here)

SR 7

7 Oct. 7 Persistence: Endurantism 223-231 Merricks, “Endurance and
Indiscernibility,” (VI/26)

SR 8

Oct. 9 Persistence: Perdurantism 231–248 Heller, “Temporal Parts of
Four-Dimensional Objects,”
(VI/25)

Oct. 11 Persistence: Stage View Haslanger, “Persistence
through Time,” (pdf)

SR 9

8. Oct. 14 FALL BREAK Sleep?

Oct. 16 Parts and Wholes: Intro 250–263

Oct. 18 Parts and Wholes: Nihilism Sider, “Against Parthood,”
(pdf)

SR 10

9. Oct. 21 Parts and Wholes: Univer-
salism

264–275 Rea, “In Defense of Mereo-
logical Universalism,” (pdf)

SR 11

Oct. 23 Parts and Wholes: Non-
classical Parts

Cotnoir, “Strange Parts,”
(pdf)

Oct. 25 Indeterminacy: Vague Ob-
jects

279–287 Tye, “Vague Objects,” (pdf)
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Week Date Topic TB Reading(s) Assignments

10. Oct. 28 Indeterminacy: Language vs
World

287–301 Hawley, “Vagueness and Ex-
istence,” (pdf)

Paper 2

Oct. 30 Indeterminacy: Indefinite
Extensibility

Russell, “On Some Difficul-
ties in the Theory of Trans-
finite Numbers and Order
Types,” (pdf)

Nov. 1 Modality: Intro 149–154 SR 12

11. Nov. 4 Modality: Possible Worlds 154–162 Lewis, “Possible Worlds,”
(III/10), *Philosophy Bites,
“Helen Beebee on Possible
Worlds”, (click here)

SR 13

Nov. 6 Modality: Counterparts 162–168 Lewis, “Counterparts or
Double Lives?” (III/12)

Nov. 8 Modality: Identity across
Worlds

168–179 Kripke, “Identity and Neces-
sity,” (III/13)

SR 14

12. Nov. 11 Modality: Modalism Shalkowski, “The ontological
ground of the alethic modal-
ity,” (pdf)

SR 15

Nov. 13 Causation: Necessary Con-
nection

181–189 Hume A Treatise of
Human Nature, (selec-
tions), (IV/14), Anscombe,
“Causality and Determina-
tion,” (IV/16)

Nov. 15 Causation: Counterfactual
Theory

189–196 Lewis, “Causation,” (IV/18) SR 16

13. Nov. 18 Causation: Aspect Causa-
tion

Paul, “Aspect Causation,”
(pdf)

SR 17

Nov. 20 Coincidences David Owens, “Causes and
coincidences”

Nov. 22 Realism and Anti-Realism:
Intro

304–337 SR 18

14. Nov. 25 THANKSGIVING BREAK Sleep

Nov. 27 THANKSGIVING BREAK Eat

Nov. 29 THANKSGIVING BREAK Study?
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Week Date Topic TB Reading(s) Assignments

15. Dec. 2 Realism and Anti-Realism: As-
sertion

Dummett, “Realism”, VII/30 SR 19

Dec. 4 Mathematics and Metaphysics:
Special Problems

Benacerraf, “Mathematical
Truth” (pdf)

Dec. 6 Mathematics and Metaphysics:
Objects vs Truth

Gaifman, “On Ontology and
Realism in Mathematics,” pp.1-
11 (pdf)

SR 20

16 Dec. 9 Mathematics and Metaphysics:
Limits?

Hunter, “What Computers
Can’t Do”

If you need help outside of class: Philosophy is (or should be) a collaborative enterprise, so I encourage
everyone to share notes, ideas, and drafts of papers with each other. Accordingly, I trust that all of you will
live up to Bucknell’s honor code and will act and present your work in a way that is honest and reflective of
your own effort. If I have reason to think otherwise, I will have to report incidents of academic dishonesty.
(https://www.bucknell.edu/academics/academic-responsibility-support/academic-responsibility).

I understand that life outside of the classroom can be tough and will have an impact on your abil-
ity to learn and do your best. Sometimes it helps to talk to people or look for support, and those re-
sources are available at Bucknell (https://www.bucknell.edu/life-bucknell/health-wellness-safety/counseling-
student-development-center).

If you have a disability that may have some impact on your work in this class and for which you may
require accommodations, please feel free to talk to me as well as submit the Disability Accommodation
Request Form or contact the Office of Accessibility Resources at OAR@bucknell.edu, 570-577-1188 or in
room 107 Carnegie Building so that such accommodations may be arranged. Please let me know (via email)
if you have accommodations you would like to use in this class.
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