


i

METAPHYSICS

THE BASICS

Metaphysics: The Basics is a concise and engaging introduction to the 
philosophical study of some of the most important and foundational 
aspects of the world in which we live. Concerned with questions 
about existence, time, identity, change, and other basic elements of 
our common- sense and scientific ways of thinking about the world, 
metaphysics has long fascinated people. But to the uninitiated, many 
of the issues and problems can appear bewilderingly complex and 
intractable. In this lively and lucid book, Michael Rea examines and 
explains the core questions in the study of metaphysics— questions 
such as:

• What is the relationship between an object and its properties, or 
between an object and its parts?

• What is time, and is time travel possible?
• Are human beings free?
• What is it for an object or person to persist over time?

This second edition has been thoroughly revised and includes a new 
chapter on the metaphysics of gender. With suggestions for further 
reading and a glossary of key terms, Metaphysics: The Basics is an ideal 
introduction for those coming to the subject for the first time.

Michael Rea is Rev. John A. O’Brien Professor of Philosophy at the 
University of Notre Dame, USA, and Professorial Fellow in the Logos 
Institute for Analytic and Exegetical Theology at the University of St 
Andrews, UK. He has written or edited more than fifteen books, and 
has given numerous lectures around the world, including the 2017 
Gifford Lectures at the University of St Andrews.

 

 

 

 

 



ii

THE BASICS

The Basics is a highly successful series of accessible guidebooks 
which provide an overview of the fundamental principles of a sub-
ject area in a jargon- free and undaunting format.

Intended for students approaching a subject for the first time, 
the books both introduce the essentials of a subject and provide 
an ideal springboard for further study. With over 50 titles span-
ning subjects from Artificial Intelligence to Women’s Studies, The 
Basics are an ideal starting point for students seeking to under-
stand a subject area.

Each text comes with recommendations for further study 
and gradually introduces the complexities and nuances within a 
subject.

AMERICAN PHILOSOPHY

NANCY STANLICK

ANIMAL ETHICS

TONY MILLIGAN

ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE

KEVIN WARWICK

EVOLUTION

SHERRIE LYONS

FOOD ETHICS

RONALD SANDLER

FREE WILL

MEGHAN GRIFFITH

METAPHYSICS

MICHAEL REA

PHILOSOPHY (FIFTH EDITION)

NIGEL WARBURTON

GLOBAL JUSTICE

CARL DEATH AND HUW L. WILLIAMS

HUMAN GENETICS (SECOND EDITION)

RICKI LEWIS

LOGIC (SECOND EDITION)

JC BEALL AND SHAY ALLEN LOGAN

BIOETHICS (SECOND EDITION)

ALASTAIR V. CAMPBELL

EASTERN PHILOSOPHY (SECOND EDITION)

VICTORIA HARRISON

PHENOMENOLOGY

DAN ZAHAVI

ATHEISM

GRAHAM OPPY

EMOTION

MICHAEL BRADY

PHILOSOPHY OF MIND

AMY KIND

METAPHYSICS (SECOND EDITION)

MICHAEL REA

Other titles in the series can be found at: www.routledge.com/ 
The- Basics/ book- series/ B

  

http://www.routledge.com
http://www.routledge.com


iii

METAPHYSICS

THE BASICS

Second Edition

Michael Rea

  



iv

Second edition published 2021
by Routledge
2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RN

and by Routledge
52 Vanderbilt Avenue, New York, NY 10017

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business

© 2021 Michael Rea

The right of Michael Rea to be identified as author of this work has been  
asserted by them in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright,  
Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilised  
in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now known or 
hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in any information 
storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publishers.

Trademark notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks or registered trademarks, 
and are used only for identification and explanation without intent to infringe.

First edition published by Routledge 2014

British Library Cataloguing- in- Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloging- in- Publication Data
Names: Rea, Michael C. (Michael Cannon), 1968– author.
Title: Metaphysics: the basics / Michael Rea.
Description: Second edition. | Abingdon, Oxon; New York, NY: Routledge, 2021. |  
Includes bibliographical references and index. | 
Identifiers: LCCN 2020037291 (print) | LCCN 2020037292 (ebook) |  
ISBN 9780367136079 (hardback) | ISBN 9780367136086 (paperback) |  
ISBN 9780429027444 (ebk)
Subjects: LCSH: Metaphysics.
Classification: LCC BD131.R43 2021 (print) |  
LCC BD131 (ebook) | DDC 110–dc23 
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020037291
LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020037292

ISBN: 978- 0- 367- 13607- 9 (hbk)
ISBN: 978- 0- 367- 13608- 6 (pbk)
ISBN: 978- 0- 429- 02744- 4 (ebk)

Typeset in Bembo
by Newgen Publishing UK

  

https://lccn.loc.gov
https://lccn.loc.gov


v

For Gretchen  



vi

http://taylorandfrancis.com/


vii

CONTENTS

Preface to the first edition ix
Preface to the second edition xiii

 1 Introduction 1

 2 Things that don’t exist 12

 3 Abstract objects 29

 4 Possible worlds 53

 5 Time 72

 6 Time travel 90

 7 Substance 102

 8 Things and their parts 122

 9 Change and identity 140

 10 Freedom 164

11 Social metaphysics— gender 185

12 Metaphysics and its critics 210

Glossary 227
Index 233

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



viii

http://taylorandfrancis.com/


ix

PREFACE TO THE  
FIRST EDITION

Western philosophy began with metaphysics. The earliest Greek phi-
losophers were on a quest for the underlying natures of things. Some 
said everything is ultimately water; others said everything is fire; 
still others said that it is air. Pythagoras thought that everything was 
ultimately made up of mathematical objects (and that mystical view 
still has adherents even today). They also worried about change. The 
world is all in flux, observed Heraclitus— so much so that it is impos-
sible to step into the same river twice. But what does that mean? 
You can step into the Nile twice; you can step into the Mississippi 
twice. So if it is really impossible to step into the same river twice, 
does that mean that there is something illusory about the Nile and 
the Mississippi, and perhaps about everything else that is changing? 
Parmenides said yes. Many in his wake decided that ultimate reality 
had to consist only of unchanging things. No more water, fire, and air; 
now it was ungenerated and indestructible atoms, or abstract ideas, or 
other esoteric things. And on and on.

Metaphysics in the 21st century deals with these questions and 
much, much more. It is a core area of philosophy and has flourished as 
such throughout most of the history of the discipline. And with good 
reason: metaphysics deals with some of the deepest, most existen-
tially important questions about human persons and the fundamental 
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features of reality. Many of the questions that matter most to us— can 
we survive death? are we free? what is it to be a person? do we have 
immaterial souls?— depend on decisions about matters metaphysical. 
Even the apparently esoteric answers described in the first paragraph 
to questions about change and the ultimate nature of things have 
proven important, exerting tremendous influence not only on the 
history of philosophy but on the history of theology as well, impact-
ing even our very concept of God.

This book aims to provide an accessible introduction to the basics 
of metaphysics. Metaphysics is an abstract subject. Rarely does it 
make for breezy reading. But I  have tried as much as possible to 
keep things simple, to avoid the jargon of the trade and to expose 
the structure of the arguments under discussion so that readers can 
see with clarity what is going on. In some cases, the inclusion of 
technical terms was unavoidable. I have bolded the first substantive 
occurrences of terms like this that recur multiple times in the text, 
and I have supplied definitions or explanations in the Glossary at the 
end. The Glossary does not add much beyond the definitions I sup-
ply in the text itself; but its purpose is to allow the reader to quickly 
access those definitions without having to look for them in the vari-
ous chapters in which they are given.

The book begins with a chapter that explains what metaphysics 
is and what some of the main criticisms of metaphysics have been. 
Subsequent chapters focus on six topics that have been central to 
the discipline both throughout its history and in the contemporary 
literature. My hope is that this text will be of use not only to people 
who are looking to be introduced to some of the main problems 
and perspectives that have taken center stage in the contemporary 
literature in metaphysics, but also to people who just want to reflect 
on some of the great problems that have occupied the minds of great 
metaphysicians throughout the history of philosophy.

My approach, then, is problem- based rather than figure- based: I focus 
more on the problems that have occupied metaphysicians rather than 
on the metaphysicians themselves. But I  have tried throughout to 
provide references both within the text and in the “Further Reading” 
that will guide the reader to some of the most important defenders 
(both contemporary and historical) of the perspectives developed 
herein. Also, I should note that, following the general format for this 
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series, I have not provided in- text citations for the philosophers I dis-
cuss or the texts from which I quote throughout the book. Rather, 
in each chapter I have simply indicated whom I  am discussing or 
quoting and, where necessary, I  have also given titles; then I  have 
listed the works discussed or quoted from in the Further Reading 
section at the end. I have written this book so that a natural com-
panion for it would be my edited textbook, Arguing about Metaphysics 
(also published by Routledge). The two books treat the same topics 
(except that the present volume includes a chapter on “substance” 
whereas Arguing about Metaphysics does not have a special section on 
that topic), and many of the specific articles discussed in this book are 
reprinted in Arguing about Metaphysics.

I am grateful to several friends and colleagues who offered valu-
able help at various stages in the process of writing this book. The 
discussions of temporal experience and time travel in Chapter 3 were 
heavily influenced by discussions of papers written by me and by 
L. A. Paul in the Notre Dame Metaphysics & Philosophy of Religion 
Reading Group. Contributions to those discussions by Meghan 
Sullivan and Kenny Boyce were particularly helpful. Andrew Bailey 
provided me with very helpful comments on early drafts of the first 
three chapters, and Siobhán Poole reviewed the manuscript for the 
press and offered many suggestions for making things shorter and 
more accessible. For all of this I  am very thankful. I  am especially 
grateful to Alicia Finch and Jeff Snapper, both of whom commented 
on all of the chapters. Whatever its remaining failings might be, the 
book is much clearer and more accessible now thanks to their gener-
ously extensive and insightful comments. Finally, I am most grateful 
to my wife Chris and to my children, Aaron, Kristina, Gretchen, and 
Matthias, all of whom graciously put up with me during those peri-
ods when the writing of this book dominated far too much of my 
work and free time.
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PREFACE TO THE  
SECOND EDITION

The present edition of Metaphysics:  The Basics offers a significant 
reworking of the structure of the book, with an eye both to making it 
still more user- friendly and to enable instructors to use just portions 
of the book in classes without assigning the whole text. The previ-
ous edition had six rather long chapters, whereas the present edition 
divides (mostly) the same material into eleven chapters and adds one 
additional chapter of new material.

The new chapter focuses on the metaphysics of gender and, 
because issues about “social construction” play an important role in 
the literature on social metaphysics, it also includes substantial dis-
cussion of mind dependence and related notions. As I note in that 
chapter, gender is just one among several important topics in social 
metaphysics that have been the subject of a great deal of recent inter-
est. I would have liked to have been able to survey a broad range of 
those topics; but, in the end, I decided that treating one such topic in 
greater depth would be of more use to readers than a relatively shal-
low survey of a broader range of topics. Gender is one of the topics 
that has received the most attention in the years since the first edition 
of this book was published, and it has been the focus of much of my 
own recent research and teaching.
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I will not repeat here the acknowledgments that appear in the 
original Preface to this book, but I  remain deeply grateful to the 
friends, colleagues, and family members mentioned there for their 
help and support. My daughter Penelope, who was not yet born 
when I wrote the first edition, ought now to be added to the list 
of supportive family members. I would also like to add my thanks 
to the anonymous reviewers for Routledge who provided feedback 
on the first edition that informed the revisions for this second edi-
tion of the book, and to Jc Beall and Daniel Nolan for advice on 
some technical details in a couple of the chapters; and I am especially 
grateful to Elizabeth Barnes, Sara Bernstein, Lindsey Breitweiser, 
Laura Callahan, and Robin Dembroff for their helpful comments 
and advice on earlier drafts of the chapter on gender.

newgenprepdf



1

INTRODUCTION

Most of us have questions about the world that science does not 
answer. Some of these are questions about what exists, questions 
about the intrinsic natures of things, questions about how things in 
the world have to be or about how they could have been different, 
or questions about the fundamental structure of the world. These are 
the sorts of questions with which this book is concerned.

For example:  My words here are causing you to have certain 
thoughts. But what is the nature of the causal relation? What is it, 
exactly, for one thing to cause another? Is causation some sort of nec-
essary connection between objects or events? When a cause occurs 
does its effect have to follow afterward? If you are caused to do some-
thing, does that mean that you do not do it freely? For that matter, 
do you do anything freely, or is everything you do determined by the 
laws of nature? What does it even mean to say that you are free, or that 
there are such things as laws of nature? Is there a God? Do you have 
an immaterial soul? When you say “the number three”, is there some 
actual thing that you are referring to that is prime, odd, and somehow 
in between two other things, namely the numbers two and four?

For some people, questions in metaphysics are conversation stoppers. 
Ask, over coffee, what it means to be free and you might be answered 
with a roll of the eyes, or a profound, tight- lipped, “meaningful nod”. 
For others, however, they are scintillating puzzles— invitations to 
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unravel a myriad conceptual knots in our commonsense and scien-
tific ways of thinking about the world.

The eye- rollers tend to convey the impression that they have 
never even thought about metaphysical questions. The distributors of 
meaningful nods indicate by their nodding that of course we all know 
that metaphysical questions are profound but unanswerable. But in 
fact most people have at some point in their lives both thought about 
metaphysical questions and thought that those questions could be 
answered. Many of us begin reflecting on matters metaphysical in 
early childhood. We wonder what it could mean to say that God is 
everywhere. We wonder about the passage of time:  If time moves, 
what does it move in? (Not in time, of course. But then what?) 
We wonder about ourselves: Do we control our thoughts? Can we 
exist outside our bodies? And so on. To the extent that we entertain 
and try to answer questions like this, we are doing metaphysics. But 
what exactly is metaphysics? My goal in this chapter is to provide an 
answer to this question.

Bookstores often have entire sections devoted to “metaphysics”. 
They tend to be filled with books that deal with occult topics 
like astrology, ghosts, psychic powers, the secret lives of plants, and 
the like. These issues are what folks in the general public recog-
nize as falling under the label “metaphysics”. So if you tell your 
dental hygienist or your prospective in- laws that you are studying 
metaphysics in college they are all too likely to think that you 
are devoting your time and attention to something strange and 
frivolous rather than to a serious academic subject. But in fact 
these topics have very little to do with those studied by academic 
metaphysicians.

So what can we metaphysicians and students of metaphysics tell 
our friends and family about the subject to which we are devoting so 
much of our time? Here are a few common answers, followed by the 
one that I myself prefer.

BEING AS SUCH

Aristotle famously characterized metaphysics as the study of being qua 
being, or of being as such. A simpler way of putting the same idea is to 
say that metaphysics, according to Aristotle, is an investigation into the 
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different kinds or categories of being. To understand what he had in 
mind, it is helpful to know that, as Aristotle saw things, terms like “being” 
or “existence” have a variety of different meanings. For example, what 
it is for a horse to exist is very different from what it is for a number 
to exist. You might think that this is just a funny way of expressing the 
commonsensical idea that a horse is a different kind of thing from a 
number. But that wouldn’t be quite right. A horse is a different kind 
of thing from a cat; but what existence is for a horse is the same as what 
existence is for a cat. They have the same kind of being, even if they are 
not exactly the same kind of object. Numbers, on the other hand, besides 
being different kinds of objects from horses or cats, do not even exist in 
the same way. They have a very different kind of being.

Aristotle’s idea was that “being” and related words (like “is” or 
“exists”) mean one thing when predicated of a horse or a cat and 
something else when predicated of a number. The meanings are 
related to one another, but still different. We can understand this 
point by way of an analogy. Consider the word “healthy”. We might 
say that a meal is healthy; we might also say that someone’s com-
plexion is healthy, or that they themselves are healthy. It seems that 
“healthy” means something different in each of these three cases. The 
meanings are related; but they are still different. So likewise, Aristotle 
thought, with words like “exists” or “is”: they too vary in meaning, 
depending on the sort of thing to which they are applied.

According to Aristotle, then, the fundamental task of metaphysics 
is to discover and more richly understand the most general kinds or 
categories of being. In carrying out this task, what we are most inter-
ested in are the different meanings of the term “being”, which cor-
respond to the different categories. We are not so interested in what 
it is to be a horse, or to be the number three. Rather, we are interested 
in what it is to be, in each of its different senses. In other words, we 
are interested in being as such, and not in beings themselves and their 
particular distinguishing attributes.

The trouble with this characterization is that most philosophers 
nowadays think that there is a lot more to metaphysics than the study 
of being as such. Questions about the compatibility of freedom and 
determinism, or about the nature of the causal relation, for exam-
ple, don’t seem to be questions about being as such, but they are gen-
erally regarded as belonging to the domain of metaphysics. Likewise, 
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non- scientific questions about what there is— whether there are 
abstract objects, for example, or a divine being, and questions about 
what such things would have to be like if they did exist— are gener-
ally regarded as metaphysical questions; but it is hard to see them as 
questions about being as such. Moreover, the view that these kinds of 
questions are metaphysical questions isn’t a recent development. It is 
how the field has been conceived for hundreds of years.

ULTIMATE REALITY

According to a more common characterization, metaphysics is the 
study of what there is, or of what there REALLY is, or of ultimate reality. 
But these characterizations too are less than helpful. Why think that 
it is in metaphysics, rather than in botany or zoology or theoretical 
physics, that we learn about “ultimate reality” or about “what there 
really is”? Why are we doing metaphysics when we ask whether 
there are numbers or sets, but not when we ask whether there are 
unicorns? Why do questions about the nature of causation have more 
to do with ultimate reality than do questions about the function of a 
human heart, or about the defining characteristics of electrons? What 
does it even mean to make a distinction between what exists and 
what really exists, or between reality and ultimate reality?

We can get some insight into the idea underlying this characteri-
zation when we look at the difference between the way in which 
metaphysicians ask certain kinds of questions and the way in which 
scientists, mathematicians, or people in the ordinary business of life 
ask those same questions. Is there a table in this room? As an every-
day sort of question, the answer is settled by a quick look around. We 
take for granted the idea that, as a general rule, table- experiences are 
caused by tables. So, after looking around, if we find ourselves with 
table- experiences we say, “Yes, there is a table in this room”.

If we are doing metaphysics, however, part of what we are calling 
into question is the assumption that our table- experiences are caused 
by (or are in some other way dependent upon) objects answer-
ing to the general description of a table. We don’t normally believe 
that football teams are large objects made up of players. We normally 
think that our football- team experiences are caused not by a single 
object but by a bunch of objects acting in concert. Why not say 
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the same thing about (so- called) tables? In other words, when you 
have a table- experience, why suppose that there is a single object— a 
table— causing that experience? Why not suppose instead that there is 
no table, but just a bunch of atoms arranged table- wise?

We can now begin to see why people say that metaphysics is con-
cerned with questions about what really exists, or about what is ulti-
mately real. “Is there a table in this room?” is naturally construed as 
an ordinary question with a straightforward answer. But if we ask, “Is 
there really a table in this room?” or “Are tables part of ultimate real-
ity?” we signal our interest in some of the further, metaphysical ques-
tions raised at the end of the previous paragraph. Depending on how 
we answer these questions, we might conclude that the “straightfor-
ward” answer is false, even if it is perfectly appropriate for the ordi-
nary business of life. Or, depending on our views about language, we 
might conclude that it is true, but somehow not in conflict with the 
answer we give at the end of our metaphysical inquiry— just as we 
take there to be no conflict between the “ordinary” claim that the 
sun is setting over the mountain and the more scientifically informed 
claim that the Earth’s rotation is causing the mountain to obscure 
our vision of the sun. Either way, the main point to note is that the 
questions we are interested in when we ask whether there is really a 
table in the room are not answered by science or observation alone. 
Instead, the answers depend upon the truth or falsity of more gen-
eral metaphysical claims about what it takes to make several objects 
become parts of a larger whole, or about what it is to be a material, 
and so on.

Still, as a general characterization of metaphysics, the idea that 
metaphysics is the study of what really exists falls short because it is 
incomplete. The question whether free will is compatible with deter-
minism, for example, is a paradigmatic example of a question in met-
aphysics. But it is not naturally construed as a question about what 
really exists, or even as a question about ultimate reality.

THE FUNDAMENTAL LEVEL

For the past couple of decades, there has been a growing trend among 
metaphysicians of saying that metaphysics is (or should be thought of 
as) the study of what is fundamental, or basic. This way of thinking 
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about metaphysics has also been attributed to Aristotle, and it has 
been gaining traction since the publication of Jonathan Schaffer’s 
influential paper, “On What Grounds What”. Schaffer’s paper opens 
by declaring his intention to revive a conception of metaphysics that 
differs from the one that he then took to be dominant in the field. 
On the dominant conception, he says, “metaphysics is about what 
there is. Metaphysics so conceived is concerned with such questions 
as whether properties exist, whether meanings exist, and whether 
numbers exist”. On the conception he aims to revive, metaphysics 
“does not bother asking whether properties, meanings, and numbers 
exist. Of course they do! The question is whether or not they are 
fundamental”.

Fundamental things, if there are any, are the things out of which 
all others are made, or the things without which nothing else could 
even exist. They are the “grounding” entities, the things on which 
everything else in the world depends. For example, Thales famously 
said that everything is water. The view seems absolutely incredible 
if we think that what he meant was that, contrary to all appear-
ances, there’s no real difference between a baseball and a raindrop. 
But the standard way of understanding Thales’ famous claim is as a 
claim about what is fundamental. The underlying stuff in the world 
is water; everything is ultimately made out of water; water is the 
fundamental stuff of the universe. Similarly, many people nowadays 
endorse physicalism, which can be roughly characterized as the 
view that everything is ultimately made up of properties and objects 
posited by our best theories in physics. This, too, is naturally under-
stood as a thesis about what is fundamental.

The view that metaphysics is concerned with what is fundamental 
is obviously related to the idea that metaphysics is concerned with 
what “really” or “ultimately” exists. “Ultimate” is sometimes used 
as a near synonym for “fundamental”, so it is easy to see why the 
idea that metaphysics is concerned with ultimate reality might be 
understood as the idea that metaphysics aims to discover what is fun-
damental. Similarly, a metaphysician who says, for example, that table- 
experiences are caused not by tables but simply by atoms arranged 
table- wise might express their view by saying “there aren’t really any 
tables”. But since the very same metaphysician will probably, in the 
ordinary business of life, do things like ask their children to come sit 
at the table for dinner, we might think that all they mean by saying 
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that there aren’t really any tables is that tables are not fundamental, 
that they are instead reducible to atoms or particles.

As with previous characterizations, however, the problem with 
this one is incompleteness. Metaphysics is not just about what is 
fundamental. Historically, the following questions have been 
almost universally acknowledged as falling within the domain of 
metaphysics:

• Is change really possible? If so, what does it mean to say that some-
thing has changed?

• Can the past be changed? How about the future?
• Is the passage of time possible? What is time, anyway?
• What is an event? Can the same event happen more than once? 

What is involved in one event’s causing another?
• What are human minds? Are they immaterial thinking substances, 

or are they material objects (brains, perhaps?), or something else 
entirely?

• Are there any non- physical things? If so, could they causally inter-
act with physical things?

• Are human beings free? Is freedom even possible?
• Is it possible to live after death?
• Do human beings or human faculties have anything like a proper 

function?

None of these is plausibly construed as a question about what is 
fundamental.

I suspect that claims like “metaphysics is about what is fundamen-
tal” are not usually intended to be taken strictly at face value. They 
are most charitably construed as hyperbolic claims intended to push 
metaphysicians into a particular way of thinking about their disci-
pline. The goal isn’t to get metaphysicians to see questions like those 
just mentioned as falling outside their discipline, but rather to get 
them to see questions about fundamentality and grounding as in an 
important way central to their discipline.

Even so, I must still register skepticism. Why think that questions 
about what is fundamental are in any way more “central” or “impor-
tant” than questions about human free agency, or the possibility of 
change? So far as I am aware, there is no argument to be had for the 
conclusion that they are. So it is hard to see why we should think 
anything more than that questions about fundamentality are among the 
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questions of metaphysics— which, of course, no one would ever have 
denied.

THE FINAL CHARACTERIZATION

We do best to approach the question of what metaphysics is by first 
looking at what sorts of questions metaphysicians typically ask, and 
then asking what, if anything, those questions share in common. We 
have already seen quite a few sample questions; here are a few more:

• When you assert something is there some thing that you’re assert-
ing? If so, what kind of thing is it?

• When you talk about ways things could have been (e.g., there’s 
more than one way this class could turn out), to what sorts of 
things (if any) does the word “ways” refer?

• What is the relation between an object and its properties? Are the 
properties of a thing parts of it? If so, then do objects have any other 
kinds of things as parts— say, a bare substratum that has all of the 
properties? If not, then are we supposed to imagine that properties 
are somehow external to the things that have them, and are related 
to those things simply by resemblance or some other sort of relation?

• A gold statue is constituted by a lump of gold. The lump of gold 
still exists after it is melted down and reshaped, but the statue 
doesn’t. So, what is the relationship between the lump and the 
statue? Are they two different things in the same place at the same 
time? If not, then how do “they” have different survival conditions?

• Are there contingent beings, or is the way things are somehow the 
way things have to be? Is there a necessary being (a God, perhaps) 
who created all contingent things?

There are many more such questions, but these are sufficient to pro-
vide a feel for the sorts of issues with which metaphysicians typically 
concern themselves.

What do these questions have in common? I  used to say that 
what they have in common is that they are non- scientific questions 
about what exists, and about the necessary connections among cer-
tain kinds of concepts— namely, those falling outside the domains 
of ethics, epistemology, logic, and socio- political theory. Although 
I still think that this is reasonably accurate, putting it this way sug-
gests that there is no methodological continuity whatsoever between 
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metaphysics and science. It also suggests that metaphysics is a sort of 
hodge- podge discipline, encompassing all and only questions that 
haven’t been taken over by another sub- discipline. As my colleague 
Meghan Sullivan put it to me in conversation, this is a “garbage bag” 
conception of metaphysics; and, more importantly, it does not really 
capture what it is that unifies the discipline of metaphysics. It would 
be nice if we could do better.

In the previous edition of this textbook, I said that questions in 
metaphysics have the following in common: To answer them, one 
must make non- empirical claims (i.e., claims that are not based 
on observation or experience) about what there is or could be, 
or about the nature or defining essence of some concrete thing, 
or about the proper analysis of concepts of a certain kind. What 
kind? At the time I wrote the first edition, I  thought the answer 
was “Just about any kind other than those used specifically for the 
evaluation of the actions, beliefs, or reasoning processes of agents 
and the institutions created by agents”. So, as I thought of it then, 
most moral and aesthetic concepts, a variety of social, psychologi-
cal, legal, and political concepts, the concept of knowledge (which, 
under some analyses, includes the concept of “justification”), and 
many others would all be excluded from the purview of metaphys-
ics. I  excluded these latter concepts because I  took their analysis 
to be central to other fields of philosophy— most notably, eth-
ics, socio- political philosophy, epistemology, and aesthetics. I now 
think, however, that excluding these concepts from the purview 
of metaphysics is a mistake. This is not to say, of course, that it is a 
mistake to think that the analysis of these concepts is indeed central 
to other fields. Rather, the mistake lies in thinking that metaphysics 
does not overlap with those other fields in dealing with the analysis 
of their central concepts.

My final characterization of what questions in metaphysics have in 
common, then, is this:

Questions in metaphysics are non- empirical questions about what 
exists (in every sense of the term “exists”), about the nature or defin-
ing essence of some thing (in the broadest sense of the term “thing”), 
or about how things must be or how they could have been different.
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Note that I  have left out of this characterization reference to the 
“analysis of concepts”, not because I think that metaphysicians aren’t 
concerned with analyzing concepts (far from it!), but rather because 
I think that analyzing a concept (whether it be an abstract concept like 
freedom or love, or a social concept like money or politeness, or a concept 
of some object- kind like human being, horse, or table) is just one way 
of inquiring into the nature or defining essence of something. Note, 
too, that I am here using the term “non- empirical” somewhat impre-
cisely to mean what would normally be expressed by “not entirely 
empirical” or “not purely empirical”. Questions in metaphysics, and 
their answers, and metaphysical theorizing often take empirical data 
into account. Moreover, one might reasonably be skeptical, as Quine 
was, of the idea that there is a sharp distinction to be drawn between 
the empirical and the non- empirical. But the more precise mode of 
expression is unwieldy and, because of this, it is also potentially con-
fusing; so I have opted to stick with the term “non- empirical” and 
to impress upon the reader that the term is not meant to convey that 
metaphysics is entirely free of empirical influence.

The final characterization here adequately captures the fact that 
(a) metaphysics is a non- empirical mode of inquiry, (b)  it is partly 
about what there is, (c)  it is partly about describing the essences or 
natures of things, and (d) it is concerned with what is possible, nec-
essary, or impossible. On this way of thinking about the discipline, 
metaphysics is not defined solely by its method, nor is it defined 
solely by its subject matter. Although I have not explicitly identified 
questions about “being as such” or about “what grounds what” as 
among those that are investigated by metaphysics, neither does this 
conception locate them outside the discipline. In fact, they do fall 
within the domain of metaphysics under this conception; for answer-
ing those sorts of questions will involve exactly what I have said that 
answering metaphysical questions will involve: one will have to make 
non- empirical claims about the natures of things, about how things 
can be or must be, and about what there is.

People sometimes distinguish metaphysics from ontology, which is 
often seen as a sub- field within metaphysics. Ontology is commonly 
characterized as the study of what there is. Or, more precisely: it is com-
monly seen as the branch of study which focuses on existence claims 
of the sort studied by metaphysics, and on the logical consequences 
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thereof. So, on this way of thinking, metaphysical claims that tell us 
what exists or that tell us about the natures of things would generally 
belong to the domain of ontology, whereas metaphysical claims that 
simply tell us what there could be or about how things must be (either 
absolutely, or given certain background conditions) generally wouldn’t. 
I am not myself committed (or even attracted) to the idea that there 
is any helpfully precise distinction to be drawn between ontology and 
metaphysics. but the distinction is widespread enough that one must 
take note of it in an account of the nature of metaphysics.

FURTHER READING

The opening books of Aristotle’s Categories and Metaphysics provide his own char-
acterization of metaphysics. For a contemporary defense of a broadly Aristotelian 
conception of metaphysics, see Kathrin Koslicki’s “Metaphysics: The Science 
of Essence”, in Javier Cumpa (ed.), The Question of Ontology (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press). A good single source for discussion and display of the other 
conceptions of metaphysics discussed in this chapter is David Chalmers, 
David Manley, and Ryan Wasserman (eds), Metametaphysics: New Essays in the 
Foundations of Ontology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), hereafter cited 
simply as Metametaphysics.

I mentioned several philosophers who take metaphysics to be the study of 
what is fundamental. A good starting place for this view is Jonathan Schaffer, “On 
What Grounds What”, in Metametaphysics, 347– 383. Interested readers will also 
want to see L. A. Paul, “Building the World from Its Fundamental Constituents”, 
Philosophical Studies 158, no.  2 (2012):  221– 256 and Theodore Sider, Writing 
the Book of the World (New York: Clarendon Press, 2011). As we saw, Schaffer 
denies that metaphysics is most centrally about “what there is”; but, as we also 
saw, some think that questions about what there is are best construed as ques-
tions about what is fundamental. On this, see Ross P. Cameron, “Truthmakers 
and Ontological Commitment: Or How to Deal with Complex Objects and 
Mathematical Ontology Without Getting into Trouble”, Philosophical Studies 
140, no. 1 (2008): 1– 18; and “How to Have a Radically Minimal Ontology”, 
Philosophical Studies 151, no. 2 (2010): 249– 264.

  

 

 


