PH251 Metaphysics   Week I

Part 1   Introduction to Metaphysics


1. Introductory remarks 
(i) Metaphysics is the most general study of reality (or ‘being’ as it is sometimes said). (Contrast here biology and chemistry, studies which deal only with parts of reality).
(ii) But what exactly this enquiry is, and how it is supposed to be done, is a matter of dispute. The 20th century saw a wholesale rejection of traditional metaphysics.
(iii) What has metaphysics been thought to be? What reasons have been given for rejecting it?

2. Aristotle’s Metaphysics
(i) ‘Metaphysics’ is not Aristotle’s own title. He calls what he does in this work ‘first philosophy’ or ‘theology’. He describes first philosophy as ‘the science of being qua being’ (a kind of general study of reality). The object of first philosophy is ‘wisdom’ or ‘knowledge of causes and principles’.
(ii) Aristotle’s discussion centres on a category he calls ‘substance’ (ousia). Substance is the most important metaphysical notion.
(a) Substances are things that can exist independently of other things, while all other things depend upon them for their existence. This is the conception of substance that in the Categories he calls ‘primary substance’. (The ordinary objects of common sense; particular trees, cats, human beings) The colour of such a thing cannot exist independently of it, but the thing can exist without being that colour.
(b) Substance as ‘the substance of something’ = the being/essence/what it is to be of something. We grasp the substance of something when we know what is essential to it, and know what it is for a thing of that kind to be a thing of that kind. (Essence is at least in part a modal notion; what something must be like, or what it cannot lack).
(c) Primary substances have capacities or powers to behave in characteristic ways. When they exercise these capacities they manifest their substance (in sense 2, most fully). They become what they are supposed to be. 
(d) Embodied primary substances are complex things, composed of matter (material stuff) and substantial form (the ‘organizing principle’ which is just the essence of the thing).
(e) In Metaphysics Book Lambda, Aristotle distinguishes between perceptible and perishable and changeable substances, and a kind of substance which is eternal, unchanging, and immaterial (a ‘Prime Mover’/God). Aristotle offers a cosmological argument for why such a thing must exist. (Everything else depends on it). 

3. Aspects of metaphysics
(a) Ontology
(i) Ontology is the branch of metaphysics that addresses the question: “What is there?” It is the attempt to identify what things are real or what reality contains. (See Quine (1948) for discussion)
(ii) Different conceptions of ontology: a long list (you, me, these desks, etc…) vs. an account that divides things into general types of thing (in which you and me are captured by say ‘human beings’). The latter is more familiar.
(iii) We have a commonsense ontology of material objects (primary substances). As well as these objects, are there properties, times, spatial locations, abstract objects like sets, numbers, propositions or universals; are there events? Is there a God? This is the branch of enquiry that Aristotle pursues in his argument for the existence of God in Metaphysics Lambda.


(b) An enquiry into the nature of things
(i) Suppose that one has an ontology that includes particular material objects. Then one might ask the question: ‘What is it for something to be a particular material object?”
(ii) This branch of metaphysics is directed at establishing what must be true of something, given that it belongs to a certain (particular important and general) type. (What must events be like? What are properties? What is substance?)
(iii) Traditional to think of this as a search for the necessary truths about things, given that they fall under the ontological categories that they do.
(iv) Here the focus of enquiry is the nature or essence of things of a certain kind, rather than with the question about their existence, per se. (This is to put things in Aristotelian terms. It is a further question how exactly Aristotle’s view of first philosophy as ‘the science of being qua being’ relates to this conception of metaphysics. But his view that ordinary objects are composed of matter and form is an example of enquiry of this kind). (For this conception of metaphysics see Lowe (1999))

(c) An enquiry into what is basic, or fundamental, within reality
(i) Assume that reality turns out to contain many different general types of thing (or kinds of beings). What are the most important such types?
(ii) Aristotle appeared to be interested in understanding those aspects of reality that were peculiarly important or basic within the whole scheme of things. He thinks that ‘substance’ is what plays this role. (In fact he thinks that the single immaterial eternal substance is what plays this role).
(iii) The view that metaphysics is simply a form of enquiry into what is basic has gained much currency in recent work. Schaffer (2009: 72): “On the now dominant Quinean view, metaphysics is about what there is. Metaphysics so conceived is concerning with such questions as whether properties exist, whether meanings exist, and whether numbers exist. I will argue for the revival of a more traditional Aristotelian view, on which metaphysics is about what grounds what. Metaphysics so revived does not bother asking whether properties, meanings, and numbers exist. Of course they do! The question is whether or not they are fundamental.”
(iv) Schaffer (2009) takes the idea of grounding or basicness to reflect relations of ontological dependence. He quotes M.L. Gill (1989) summarizing Aristotle’s discussion of primary substance in the Categories: “An entity is ontologically primary if other things depend for its existence on it, while it does not depend in any comparable way on them.”
(iv) It is not obvious that Schaffer (2009) is right that metaphysics is wholly an enquiry into what grounds what. Aristotle at least thought that metaphysics also involved engaging in disputed existence questions (e.g. the existence of God or a ‘prime mover’). (On this see also Rea (2014)). 

(d) Metaphysics is pursued a priori
(i) Because metaphysical claims typically purport to be necessary truths about things metaphysics requires a priori argument and the justification for metaphysical claims must be a priori.
(ii) A priori justification= justification independent of sense-perceptual experience
A posteriori justification = justification dependent on sense-perceptual experience.
Remarks about empirical investigation and evidence-gathering.
(iii) An assumption is that sense-perceptual experience can only provide information about what things are in fact like (contingent truths about things) not about what must be the case (necessary truths).
(iv) A commitment of this conception is that there is a source of knowledge or justification that is distinct from sense-perceptual experience (and the empirical techniques of evidence-gathering familiar within natural science). This source is variously identified with reason, rational reflection or rational intuition.

A kind of enquiry that contains elements (a)-(d) is ‘first philosophy’ because it is prior to all other disciplines in the order of explanation. Metaphysics provides an understanding of notions that natural science, and other disciplines, presuppose (such as ‘material object’, ‘causation’, and ‘properties’). We will look at examples of these different branches of metaphysics.

4. Rationalist metaphysics
(i) By ‘traditional metaphysics’ often what is meant is ‘rationalist metaphysics’. (Descartes, Spinoza, Leibniz).
(ii) The Cartesian project in the Meditations as an example of this: the Cartesian method identifies reason as a non-sensory source of knowledge about things (the cogito), and then Descartes goes on to use this non-sensory source (‘turning our attention inwards towards innate ideas’) to arrive at truths about the world, including what exists in it.
(iii) Amongst the things Descartes takes to be established a priori include: a distinction between material substance (extended substance) and immaterial substance (res cogitans); facts about our own nature as thinking things (what we essentially are, as thinkers); the existence of these substances, including the existence of God (via several different arguments, including an ontological argument that deduces God’s existence from his essence); detailed truths about the laws of physics; mathematics and geometry; and facts about our own nature as thinking 
(iv) Descartes’ completed ontology doesn’t just contain extended material substances, the kinds of things that encountered through sense-perception, but also immaterial substances and things which seem to be kinds of abstract objects, including, but ‘eternal truths’ or ‘true and immutable natures’, and mathematical and geometrical principles.

5. Challenges to the traditional conception of metaphysics
(i) According to the conception sketched, metaphysics is a kind of enquiry that is capable of delivering knowledge about reality, including knowledge of the existence of things which are distinct from spatially-extended material objects. 
(ii) Empiricists about knowledge and justification (e.g. Locke, Berkeley, Hume, Russell, Ayer) hold that sense-experience plays an essential role in the justification of belief about the world.
(iii) Two important types of worry:
(1) There is no good explanation of what non-sensory rational intuition is, or why such a thing might be a reliable source of knowledge about things independent of us (including knowledge that they exist). (Problems of epistemic source)
(2) There are no non-physical, immaterial, and abstract objects. (There are only material things). (Problem of subject-matter).
(a) These objects of traditional metaphysics are problematic because they are causally inert. If they don’t play any kind of causal role, then they don’t explain anything. If they don’t explain, there is no good reason to accept there are such things. 
(b) These objects are not things the existence and character of which can be established directly through the senses. So there is no good reason to accept they exist. 

6. Directions for response
(1) Accept that knowledge of reality is grounded in sense-perception but find a way to reconceive and reinterpret the traditional task of metaphysics.
(a) Naturalism/scientism
(i) There is no way to arrive at knowledge of the world a priori. The only method of arriving at such knowledge is through the senses and inductive principles derived from experience. 
(ii) Metaphysics to the extent that such a discipline is understandable (and worth pursuing) is a form of natural scientific enquiry directed at answering the most general questions about reality as encountered through the senses. (Quinean naturalism)
(b) Carnap’s positivism (See Carnap (1956))
(i) There is no way to arrive at knowledge of the world a priori. The only way to arrive at knowledge of reality (call it factual knowledge) is through the senses. 
(ii) The traditional tasks of metaphysics are to be understood as an investigation into how we think and talk about reality; questions about ‘concepts’, ‘meanings’ or ‘rules for the use of words’. (Doesn’t require empirical observation and experiment).
(iii) What does our concept of a material object involve? What are the rules for the use of the expression ‘material object’? (cf the difference from the question ‘is there a material object in this room’? Synthetic rather than analytic). 

(2) Preserve the core of traditional metaphysics as an a priori enquiry by rejecting aspects of empiricist epistemology, and refining the target of study.
(i) We are capable of insight into the structure of reality, or what things must be like. We can come to know, through rational reflection what it is to be things (say, material objects or events); what their natures or essences are.
(ii) This isn’t to say that one can have knowledge of the actual existence of things of these kinds. Experience is needed for that. 
This is the broad conception of metaphysics that informs the work of many contemporary metaphysicians. (See, for instance, Fine (2012), and Lowe (1999), (2013). It informs many of the papers collected in Tahko (2013).)


Part II        Quine and Carnap on Ontology

1. Introduction
(i) Rudolf Carnap and W.V. Quine are philosophers with a broadly empiricist epistemology who each opposed, in distinct ways, traditional rationalist metaphysics. Looking closely at the ideas and arguments that they offer in two important papers provides a deeper introduction to both the tasks and method of contemporary metaphysics and provides the context for the discussion of the next two weeks.

2. “On What There Is”, W.V. Quine (1948).
(i) According to Quine, metaphysics is ontology; the study of what there is. 
(ii) Quine explains what existence is, a method for determining what exists, and gives example of this method in action. 

3. Existence and the existential quantifier
(i) A central idea: the notion of existence can be understood in terms of the notion of existential quantification. 
(ii) ‘Quantifier phrases’ are phrases that say how many things there of a certain kind, or which are certain way. 
(iii) The universal quantifier “Everything” is symbolized by the expression “x”. The sentence “x(Fx)” says “Everything is such that it is F” or “Everything is F”. 
(iv) The existential quantifier “Something” or “At least one thing” is symbolized by the expression: “x”The sentence “x(Fx)” says “Something is F” or “There is at least one thing that is F”.
(v) What it is for an F to exist (say, a horse) is for the relevant existentially quantified sentence to be true. It is for the sentence: “x(x is a horse)” to be true. That is to say, it is for the following to be true: ‘There is an x such that x is a horse” (or, “There is at least one thing, x, such that x is a horse”)

4. Ontological commitment and ‘paraphrasing away’
(i) One commits oneself to the existence of things when one uses existentially quantified sentences (e.g. when one asserts ‘There are numbers’, or ‘There are many books on the table’), and only when one does.
(ii) It is not the case that one commits oneself to the existence of something by using a name meaningfully, (e.g. ‘Pegasus’). For then one couldn’t meaningfully assert that Pegasus does not exist. (In the first part of the paper, Quine shows how Russell’s analysis of names as disguised descriptions secures this result.)
(iii) To do ontology—to answer the question what there is—look to one’s best theories about things (or the specific claims that comprise them). The existentially quantified sentences that are entailed by these theories give one’s ontology. (E.g. some trees shed their leaves in winter entails ‘there is at least one thing x such that x is a tree’. So this theory is committed to the existence of trees).
(iv) “(W)hen we say that some zoological species are cross-fertile we are committing ourselves to recognizing as entities the several species themselves, abstract though they are. We remain so committed at least until we devise some way of so paraphrasing the statement as to show that the seeming reference to species on the part of our bound variable (TC: that is, the existential quantifier) was an avoidable manner of speaking.” (1948: 18).
(v) To paraphrase away a sentence T which involves existential quantification over Fs is to provide a sentence synonymous with T which does not so quantify.

5. The method of paraphrase in action: the problem of universals
(i) What is a universal? Universals are abstract types. Tokens exemplify or instantiate them. Quine categorizes ‘attributes, relations, classes and numbers’ as kinds of universal.
(ii) Quine attributes the following argument to McX: 
There are red houses, red roses, red sunsets
Therefore there is something that they have in common (the attribute of redness)
Therefore there are attributes
(iii) Quine suggests that the existential quantification of “There is an attribute of redness that red sunsets, red roses, and red houses have in common” can be paraphrased away (so avoiding commitment to these entities). The sentence of Quine’s discussion which appears to function as the paraphrase is this: “(T)he word ‘red’ or ‘red object’ is true of each sundry individual entities which are red houses, red roses, red sunsets”. (1948: 11).

6. Best theories, and theoretical commitments
(i) Ontology is yielded by our best theories (or by ‘our conceptual scheme’ as Quine describes things).
(ii) Simplicity is an important criterion for determining which theory or scheme is best: “We adopt, at least insofar as we are reasonable, the simplest conceptual scheme into which the disordered fragments of raw experience can be fitted and arranged.” (1948: 14). 
(iii) One way to introduce simplicity into a scheme would be, for example, to introduce the notion of a material object, as something that persist over time, which possesses different properties and exists independent of one. (This can provide a simple explanation of patterns of experience).
(iv) But Quine suggests that ‘simplicity’ requires interpretation; ‘phenomenalistic’, ‘physicalist’ and ‘mathematical’ schemes are each tools for simplifying science in their own way. It may be that there is no easy way to decide between them.

7. “Empiricism, Semantics and Ontology”, Rudolf Carnap (1956). (First published in 1949, but I am following the referencing convention in Kim et al for simplicity).
(i) Carnap (1956) disputes Quine’s view about ontology; our language and best theories don’t involve ontological commitments in the way that Quine maintains. 
(ii) His explanation of this turns on his distinction between so-called ‘internal’ and ‘external’ existence-questions; a distinction that is crucial to his positivist conception of the a priori, and of what metaphysics might be.

8. Carnap on linguistic frameworks
(i) ‘Linguistic frameworks’ consist in part of rules for the use of expressions; say, ‘material objects’, ‘colours’, ‘number’, and so on. 
(ii) These rules say when it is appropriate and inappropriate to use these words, and determine what the concept material object, colour, number, etc. involves. (‘If x falls under the concept (or is correctly describable as) “a bounded and cohesive collection of sensible qualities” then x falls under the concept (or is correctly describable as) “a material object”).
(iii) Carnap says that what it is for a linguistic framework to contain material objects or numbers is for it to (a) employ the relevant ‘high-level’ predicate (e.g. ‘material object’ and ‘number’) together with rules for their use, and (b) for it to include variables for such things of those kinds (e.g. “x is a material object”).

9. ‘Internal’ existence-questions
(i) ‘Internal’ existence questions are those that assume the background of a given linguistic framework. (e.g. (Asked assuming the normal background of rules governing the use of the term ‘material objects’: ‘Is there a material object on this desk?’) 
(ii) Internal existence questions are either factual (settled just by empirical observation) or analytic (settled by definition, or by the rules for use of expressions and the commitments of the linguistic framework). 
(iii) The existence question ‘Are there any material objects?’ understood as an internal question is the question whether assuming the background of our linguistic framework, that contains the term ‘material object’ and variables for the type (x is a material object) there are such objects. Carnap thinks the answer to this is analytic or true by definition. (Compare here questions about existence of numbers.)

10. ‘External’ existence questions
(i) Carnap thinks that traditional metaphysicians are not interested in these internal questions (questions that have either straightforwardly factual or analytic answers), but what he calls ‘external’ questions.
(ii) “From the internal questions we must clearly distinguish external questions, i.e. philosophical questions concerning the existence or reality of the total system of the new entities. Many philosophers regard a question of this kind as an ontological question which must be raised and answered before the introduction of the new language forms. The latter introduction, they believe, is legitimate only if it can be justified by an ontological insight supplying an affirmative answer to the question of reality.” (1956: 21). 
(iii) External questions
(a) Purport to have a certain subject matter: ‘the existence of reality of the total system of the new entities’.
(b) Purport to require answering for the acceptance of a linguistic framework involving entities of the relevant kind to be theoretically justified.
(iv) But the acceptance of a linguistic framework of the relevant kind is not to have a belief in the reality of the relevant entities or to take it to be true that there are material objects. (“An alleged statement of the reality of the system of entities is a pseudo-statement without cognitive content.” (1956: 21)) The relevant claims don’t have truth-evaluable content.
(v) Acceptance of such a framework is practical (what makes communication and science easier) rather than theoretical (where the theory makes claims that could be true). “(The acceptance of a new framework) can only be judged as being more or less expedient, fruitful, conducive to the aim for which the language is intended. Judgements of this kind supply the motivation for the decision of accepting or rejecting the kind of entities.” (1956: 21).

11. Why are external questions meaningless?
(i) “To be real in the scientific sense means to be an element of the system; hence this concept cannot be meaningfully applied to the system itself.” (1956: 17)
What does this mean? For things to exist in the relevant sense presupposes the existence of a conceptual scheme in terms of which existence claims make sense. So to attempt to ask whether certain things exist in a way that doesn’t presuppose the relevant conceptual scheme—as external questions do—is to attempt to do something that cannot be done.
(ii) Of those disputing about the existence of number, Carnap observes: “I cannot think of any possible evidence that would be regarded as relevant by both philosophers, and therefore, if actually found, would decide the controversy or at least make one of these opposite theses more probable than the other…Therefore I feel compelled to take the external question to be a pseudo-question.” (1956: 24).
The argument here is that if there is no evidence that could confirm a putative claim (say, about the real existence of numbers) then that claim lacks meaning or content. There is no evidence that could confirm such a claim about number. Therefore it is meaningless.

12. Against Quine on ontological commitment
(i) Carnap thinks that metaphysicians (and ontologists concerned with questions about what genuinely or really exists) take themselves to be attempting to answer external questions about the existence of abstract objects, propositions, universals, material objects.
(ii) But there are no such questions (at least meaningful theoretical ones). Our acceptance of a system that quantifies over those things can be evaluated only practically.
(iii) Internal questions about these entities can be answered affirmatively, either factually or analytically. So, assuming such a system we can quite intelligibly assert that there is at least one abstract object, or that there are material objects. But against Quine, this does not allow us to read off ontological commitment (at least, the kind that metaphysicians are interested in).

13. Problems for Carnap’s position
(i) Quine’s own response to Carnap was that the distinction between internal and external questions assumes that it is possible to draw a principled distinction between analytic and synthetic truths, between questions of fact and questions of meaning. However, Quine (1953) provides a battery of arguments to show that this distinction cannot be drawn.
(ii) Are Carnap’s arguments for why putatively metaphysical claims are not ‘theoretical’, meaningful, or ‘truth-evaluable’ good ones?
First argument
(a) The notion of existence doesn’t presuppose ‘integration within a system’ or ‘a conceptual scheme’. That there is such a scheme is not part of the content of the notion of existence (though it is part of the content, at least plausibly, of the notion of an existence claim, or an existential assertion).
(b) (Perhaps equivalently) why should the question about whether the relevant entities exist or really exist be understood in terms of the question whether the system or scheme exists, or is real (as Carnap puts it). The system cannot be identified with the objects that it putatively represents. This mistakes the scheme for its subject-matter.
Second argument
(a) To maintain that no empirical evidence (i.e. experiment or observation) could confer support on the relevant propositions is correct, but that doesn’t rule out propositions being capable of being known in a non-empirical way.
(b) If the claim is rather that there is no way to make sense of ‘rational evidence’ with respect to such propositions than that assumes that reason functions as a source of knowledge by providing a special kind of non-empirical or non-sensory evidence that grounds the relevant belief or thought.
But some propositions are capable of being known independently of observation and sense- perception without evidence (e.g. I exist).
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