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Peter (§245)

Course Description:

Ask three philosophers what metaphysics is and you’ll get three different answers. That’s
not anything new: the history of (Western) philosophy contains many competing definitions
of what metaphysics is and what it should be. But we will study the most recent incarnation
of this competition over the methodological foundations of metaphysics — that is, metameta-
physics. We will start by discussing some infamous questions about meta-ontology: Do
disputes over what exist have substantive answers, or are philosophers who debate the exis-
tence of tables just talking past one another? After that, we will turn our attention toward
an alternative approach to metaphysics according to which the goal is not to describe the
world as it is but rather to describe the world in a way that can improve it. We will then
explore the burgeoning literature on conceptual engineering, how it relates to the original
literature on meta-ontology, and how it helps us to define metaphysics. (Spoiler alert: there
is no one definition that universally applies because there is no one thing that metaphysics
is nor one thing that it should be.)

This course is an advanced seminar in Metaphysics. While there are many ways to design an
advanced seminar, I have designed this one to be discussion-based and topic-oriented. We
will read and discuss some recent literature on the topic of metametaphysics. In addition,
you will write three short reply-style papers in response to that literature.

Required Texts: Metametaphysics: New Essays on the Foundations of Ontology, edited
by David J. Chalmers, David Manley, and Ryan Wasserman; Resisting Reality: Social Con-
struction and Social Critique by Sally Haslanger; Conceptual Engineering and Conceptual
FEthics, edited by Alexis Burgess, Herman Cappelen, and David Plunkett

Optional Texts: There are many other books that address the issues that we will discuss
in this course. Here is a small sample:

e Ted Sider’s Writing the Book of the World
e David Chalmers’s Constructing the World

e Amie Thomasson’s Ontology Made Easy



Thomas Hofweber’s Ontology and the Ambitions of Metaphysics

Matti Eklund’s Alien Structure: Language and Reality

Glasgow, Haslanger, Jeffers, and Spencer’s What is Race? Four Philosophical Views

Katharine Jenkins’s Ontology and Oppression: Race, Gender, and Social Reality

Asa Burman’s Nonideal Social Ontology: The Power View

Herman Cappelen’s Fizing Language: An Essay on Conceptual Engineering

Herman Cappelen’s The Concept of Democracy: An Essay on Conceptual Amelioration
and Abandonment

(I will provide a PDF file of one of these texts if you send me a picture of a happy cat; ten
pictures gets you ten PDFs.)

Grade Distribution: The overall grade is determined by the following:

Participation 25%
Paper #1 25%
Paper #2 25%
Paper #3 25%

Course Goals: My goal is help you become a productive junior researcher. In service to
that goal, I offer the following three smaller goals:

(a) to improve your ability to effectively and efficiently read contemporary research (par-
ticularly research on meta-ontology, conceptual engineering, and the methodology of
metaphysics);

(b) to improve (or develop) your ability to fruitfully discuss issues (particularly those issues
related to meta-ontology, conceptual engineering, and the methodology of metaphysics)
with your peers;

(c) to develop your ability to produce philosophical research, especially in the form of in-
sightful reply-style papers.

Assignments

Participation: This course is a discussion-based seminar. I will not lecture. Instead, I will
act as one of your peers, and we will all discuss and think through the read-
ing material together. Consequently, your participation is essential. If you
have taken a course of mine before, you know how I think about participa-
tion: we should be engaged in a soccer match, not a game of ping-pong. To
that end, everyone must come to class prepared to discuss. Being prepared
to discuss means, at a minimum, that you have read all of the material, you
have come up with questions or thoughts to share, and you are ready to



respond to the questions and thoughts shared by your peers. Please come
to class prepared to discuss. It will be a painful semester if you do not.

To promote your participation, every week I will send you a personal “progress
report”. In this progress report, I will briefly identify some of the ways you
have successfully modeled good participation and some of the ways that
you could improve as a participant. (My intention is for these progress re-
ports to facilitate an open and honest conversation about how we can all
contribute to the quality of a classroom discussion. Please try to not be
intimidated by them. I will not be mean.)

Papers: Over the course of the semester, you will write a total of three papers that
engage with the ideas presented in the material that we read. These papers
should take the form of a “reply” or “discussion note”. In general, discus-
sion notes can be constructive, solve some sort of problem that occurs in
the original material, extend the ideas to a new context, and so on. But
in this course I want you to write a “critical” discussion note that develops
some kind of argument or objection against the ideas presented in the book.
Above all else, this discussion note must be concise.

Reading List and Schedule:

Below is a tentative schedule of the material that we will cover throughout the semester.
The exact schedule will depend on a variety of factors, the primary factor being how fast we
are able to collectively work through the material.

Stage 1: Metametaphysics: New FEssays on the Foundations of Ontology

Day 1: Introductions (Optional: Introduction, A Guided Tour of Metametaphysics)

Day 2: Scott Soames’s “Ontology, Analyticity, and Meaning: the Quine-Carnap Dis-
pute”

Day 3: Peter van Inwagen’s “Being, Existence, and Ontological Commitment”
Day 4: Eli Hirsch’s “Ontology and Alternative Languages”

Day 5: Ted Sider’s “Ontological Realism”

Day 6: Kris McDaniel’'s “Ways of Being”

Day 7: Matti Eklund’s “Carnap and Ontological Pluralism”

Day 8: Hale and Wright’s “The Metaontology of Abstraction”

Day 9: Amie Thomasson’s “Answerable and Unanswerable Questions”
Day 10: Stephen Yablo’s “Must Existence-Questions have Answers?”

Day 11: Karen Bennett’s “Composition, Colocation, and Metaontology”
Day 12: Huw Price’s “Metaphysics after Carnap: The Ghost Who Walks?”
Day 13: Kit Fine’s “The Question of Ontology”



Day 14: Jonathan Schaffer’s “On What Grounds What”
Day 15: Thomas Hofweber’s “Ambitious, Yet Modest, Metaphysics”

Day 16: Reserved for holiday cancellations, delays in class, or other unexpected events
Stage 2: Resisting Reality: Social Construction and Social Critique

Day 17: Sally Haslanger’s “Gender and Race: (What) Are They? (What) Do We
Want Them to Be?”

Day 18: Sally Haslanger’s “What Good Are Our Intuitions? Philosophical Analysis
and Social Kinds”

Stage 3: Conceptual Engineering and Conceptual Ethics

Day 19: Esa Diaz-Leon’s “Descriptive vs. Ameliorative Projects: The Role of Nor-
mative Considerations”

Day 20: Derek Ball’'s “Revisionary Analysis without Meaning Change (Or, Could
Women Be Analytically Oppressed?)”

Day 21: Brigandt and Rosario’s “Strategic Conceptual Engineering for Epistemic and
Social Aims”

Day 22: Sally Haslanger’s “Going On, Not in the Same Way”

Day 23: Delia Belleri’s “Minimal Substantivity”

Day 24: Amie Thomasson’s “A Pragmatic Method for Normative Conceptual Work”
Day 25: Matti Eklund’s “Variance Theses in Ontology and Metaethics”

Day 26: Alejandro Pérez Carballo’s “Conceptual Evaluation: Epistemic”

Day 27: McPherson and Plunkett’s “Conceptual Ethics and the Methodology of Nor-
mative Inquiry”

Day 28: Kevin Scharp’s “Philosophy as the Study of Defective Concepts
Day 29: Mark Richard’s “The A-project and the B-project”

Day 30: Rachel Sterken’s “Linguistic Intervention and Transformative Communica-
tive Disruptions”

Day 31: Josh Dever’s “Preliminary Scouting Reports from the Outer Limits of Con-
ceptual Engineering”

Day 32: Reserved for holiday cancellations, delays in class, or other unexpected events

(NB: if you take a picture of yourself next to a statue at East Lake and send it to me before
we finish the Metametaphysics book, I will give you 1 extra credit point.)



