
Introduction to Metaphysics
Time: Mondays at 14:05–16:30, and Wednesdays at 14:05–16:30
Location: Teaching Building 1, Room 204

Peter Finocchiaro
My office: B502
My office hours: Thursdays (14:00–16:00) and by appointment
My email: peter.w.finocchiaro@gmail.com
My QQ: 3760446023
Class QQ: 2163061814

Course Description:
Some people say that metaphysics is one of the four foundations of philosophy – the other
three being logic, ethics, and epistemology. Unlike those three, though, metaphysics is harder
to define. I could define metaphysics as the philosophical study of reality beyond appear-
ances. But that definition is controversial (as you will learn later in the semester). Instead,
I will define metaphysics as a historically connected set of questions, questions like: How
many planks of wood can you replace before a ship is no longer the same ship? What does it
mean to say that Peter could have been a sailor? Do numbers really exist? What is gender?
In this course, you will learn some of the answers that have been given to these questions
as well as some of the arguments for and against these answers. You will also learn how to
engage with these answers in conversation and in writing. Your assessment will be based on
participation, a series of “four-sentence papers”, and a final argumentative paper.

Required Texts: Metaphysics: An Introduction, by Alyssa Ney (use the second edition,
and please do not use a Chinese translation)

We will also read several philosophy articles. I will provide PDF files of all required course
material, including the text mentioned above.

Optional Texts: This course is designed around the structure provided by Ney’s text. But
there are many other good introductions to metaphysics. Here is a short list:

� Peter van Inwagen’s Metaphysics (Fifth Edition)

� Michael Rea’s Metaphysics: The Basics (Second Edition)

� Kris McDaniel’s This Is Metaphysics: An Introduction

� Theodore Sider’s Riddles of Existence: A Guided Tour of Metaphysics (Second Edition)

You may wish to look at these other texts to see alternative ways of approaching the ques-
tions we will discuss in class. But be warned: it’s easy to get lost in the land of metaphysics,
and it’s perhaps even easier to get lost when attempting to navigate the land using multiple
maps simultaneously. Besides these introductory texts, you may also consider acquiring Pe-
ter van Inwagen and Dean Zimmerman’s Metaphysics: The Big Questions (Second Edition).
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This editorialized anthology includes many of the “classics” of analytic metaphysics from
which the answers that you will learn about in class first emerged. I will provide a PDF file
of one of these texts if you send me a picture of a happy cat; five pictures gets you five PDFs.

A note about the reading: Everyone should read all of the assigned material. Everyone
should also try to read it twice: once to get an initial grasp of what is being said, and again
to reach a deeper level of understanding.

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

Participation 30%
Debriefs 10%
Four-Sentence Papers 30%
Final Paper 30%

Course Goals: My goal is to introduce you to metaphysics. As I see it, that goal is
(partially) constituted by these smaller goals:

(i) to gain familiarity with some central questions in metaphysics;

(ii) to gain familiarity with some of the answers given to those questions;

(iii) to develop the ability to philosophically engage with those answers, specifically through
the use of the “They Say / I Say” formula;

(iv) to acquire the ability to articulate your own answers to metaphysical questions, specif-
ically through the use of the “They Say/ I Say” formula.

Assignments

Participation: Philosophy is an activity that we do, and active participation in
philosophy is the best way to learn to do philosophy. You are
expected to interact with me and with other students inside and
outside of class. It’s important to note, though, that active partic-
ipation is more than just being vocal; it requires carefully thinking
through issues and engaging with your peers, often by listening to,
supporting, clarifying, or justifying their comments. Doing phi-
losophy is not just about expressing your own ideas, but is just
as much about engaging with the ideas of others. Metaphorically
speaking, the ideal philosophical discussion is less like a game of
ping pong and more like a soccer (“football”) match. You will
be graded on the extent to which you follow this model of active
participation.

Debriefs: At the end of every lecture class (i.e. most Mondays), you will
write a short “debrief” about that class. In your debrief, you will
answer two questions: (1) What part of that day’s class did you
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find the most interesting? (2) What part of that day’s class did
you find unclear or would like clarification on? You will share
these debriefs with me. I will then use the debriefs to identify
issues that we can review together (either because many people
in the class find the issue interesting or because many people in
the class would like clarification).

Four-Sentence Papers: After every discussion class (i.e. most Wednesdays), you will write
a four-sentence paper based on that day’s reading material. Each
four-sentence paper will follow the same basic formula: (1) They
say. . . ; (2) I say. . . because. . . ; (3) Someone might object. . . . (4)
I reply. . . . But the papers will become increasingly sophisticated.
In the beginning, you will be merely summarizing that day’s read-
ing material. By the end, you will be crafting your own answers.

Final Paper: You will also write a “full” paper based on the “They say / I say”
formula. This paper will have five sections: an introduction to
the metaphysical question under consideration; a review of some
of the answers to that question; a development of your preferred
answer and the best argument in favor of that answer; a develop-
ment of the best objection to your argument that you can think
of; a development of the best reply to that objection that you can
think of. I do not want you to do independent research for
this paper. It should be based on the reading material I
give you and your own reactions to that material.

AI Policy

For this course, you are not allowed to use AI* at all, in any capacity.

*The term ‘AI’ is used in conflicting ways, especially in the past few years. I care most about
forbidding the use of generative AI, especially chatbots built on Large Language Models
such as Deepseek and ChatGPT.

Here is a non-exhaustive list of things that I do not want you to use AI to do or assist with:

� Generating text that you will incorporate into your assignments

� Generating ideas that you will articulate in your own words

� Reviewing or revising text that you have written

� Translating course readings, PPTs, or lectures

� Translating text you have written in Chinese into English

If I discover that you have violated my AI policy, punishment is at my discretion. I plan to
use that discretion to incentivize real learning.
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Please do not hesitate to contact me about this policy if you have any thoughts, comments,
questions, or concerns. I have many thoughts and feelings about the use of AI in philosophy
and in education. I’m always willing to talk about it with you.

Reading List and Schedule:

Below is a tentative schedule of the material that we will cover throughout the semester.

How the schedule works: For most of the semester, we will follow this pattern: (1) before
Monday, we will read a chapter from Ney’s textbook; (2) during Monday’s class, I will lecture
on that chapter’s topic; (3) at the end of Monday’s class, we will vote on which paper we
want to read and discuss; (4) before Wednesday, we will read the paper that won the vote;
(5) during Wednesday’s class, we will have a seminar-style discussion about that paper.

Week 1: Introductions and Reminders

Day 1: Metaphysics, Preparatory Background (Optional)

Day 2: Metaphysics, Chapter 1

Week 2: Abstract Entities

Day 3: Metaphysics, Chapter 2

Day 4: Boolos’s “To Be is to be a Value of a Variable (or to be Some Values of
Some Variables)” or Van Cleeve’s “Three Versions of Bundle Theory” or
Benacerraf’s “What Numbers Could Not Be”

Week 3: Material Objects

Day 5: Metaphysics, Chapter 3

Day 6: Wasserman’s “The Standard Objection to the Standard Account” or
Markosian’s “Brutal Composition” or Barnes’s “Ontic Vagueness: A Guide
for the Perplexed”

Week 4: Critiques of Metaphysics

Day 7: Metaphysics, Chapter 4

Day 8: Sider’s “Ontological Realism” or Ladyman’s “Science, Metaphysics, and
Method” or Bennett’s “Composition, Colocation, and Metaontology”

Week 5: Natural and Social Kinds

Day 9: Metaphysics, Chapter 5

Day 10: Hawley and Bird’s “What are Natural Kinds?” or Khalidi’s “Three Kinds
of Social Kinds” or Thomasson’s “A Pragmatic Method for Normative
Conceptual Work”

Week 6: The Metaphysics of Race and Gender

Day 11: Metaphysics, Chapter 6
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Day 12: Mallon’s “Passing, Traveling and Reality: Social Constructionism and the
Metaphysics of Race” or Jenkins’s “Amelioration and Inclusion: Gender
Identity and the Concept of Woman” or Dembroff’s “What is Sexual
Orientation?”

Week 7: Grounding and Fundamentality

Day 13: Metaphysics, Chapter 7

Day 14: Wilson’s “No Work for a Theory of Grounding” or Schaffer’s “Monism:
The Priority of the Whole” or Cameron’s “Turtles All the Way Down:
Regress, Priority, and Fundamentality”

Week 8: Time

Day 15: Metaphysics, Chapter 8

Day 16: Miller, Holcombe, and Lathan’s “Temporal Phenomenology:
Phenomenological Illusion versus Cognitive Error” or Lewis’s “The
Paradoxes of Time Travel” or Hinchliff’s “A Defense of Presentism in a
Relativistic Setting”

Week 9: Modality

Day 17: Metaphysics, Chapter 10 (not Chapter 9)

Day 18: van Inwagen’s “Two Concepts of Possible Worlds” or Einheuser’s
“Counterconventional Conditionals” or Adams’s “Actualism and Thisness”

Week 10: Free Will

Day 19: Metaphysics, Chapter 11

Day 20: Lewis’s “Are We Free to Break the Laws?” or Vargas’s “Revisionism” or
Liu’s s “Manipulation and Machine Induction”

Week 11: Bonus Week

Day 21: Paper workshop day

Day 22: Reserved for holiday cancellations, delays in class, or other unexpected
events

NB: if you take a picture of yourself and East Lake during a sunrise or sunset and
send it to me before Day 11, I will give you 1 extra credit point.
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