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Tentative programme

1. Introduction: two paradigms of contemporary metaphysics
• Modality vs. essence, Lewis vs. Kripke/Fine.

2. Foundations
• ontological commitment: Quine (1948)
• truthmaker arguments: Rodríguez-Pereyra (2005)
• identity and indiscriminability: Hawthorne (2003)
• truth and existence: Jackson (1980)
• the grounding of modality: Shalkowski (1994)
• the modal account of essence: Fine (1994)
• the modal account of supervenience: Leuenberger (2008)
• the danger of conventionalism: Sidelle (1989), ch. 1 and 2

3. Properties
• the truthmaker argument for properties: Devitt (1980); Armstrong (1980)
• universals vs. tropes: Bacon (1997)
• states of affairs vs. events: Wetzel (2003)
• intrinsic vs. extrinsic properties: Weatherson (2002)
• properties and relations: Fine (2000)
• properties and their causal rôles: Hawthorne (2001)
• determinable and determinate properties: Funkhouser (2006)

4. Metaphysical glue
• bundle theories: Simons (1994)
• substratum theories: Adams (1974)
• Leibniz’ principle again, adverbial modification: Hawthorne (2006b)
• locations: Sider and Hawthorne (2002)
• aspects and respects: Baxter (1988)

5. Objects
• mereological essentialism: Chisholm (1973)
• the puzzles of coincidence: Burke (1994)
• 3- vs. 4-dimensionalism: Sider (1997)
• persistence: endurance vs. perdurance: Sider (2000)
• A- vs. B-theories: Zimmerman (2005)
• presentism vs. eternalism: Zimmerman (2008)
• Transworld heir lines and transworld individuals: Szabó (2003)
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What metaphysics is about
To describe the world in most abstract terms, to uncover what and how it fundamentally is, to under-
stand what it holds it together: the science of being qua being.
More specifically: about what makes our true statements true, most fundamentally: truthmaker the-
ory, ontological explanation.
What truthmaking is all about: (i) truth is not brute, it has an explanation; (ii) truth is relational:
fundamental explanation is by things.
Method: a compromise to be aimed for between explanation as functional characterization (Quine,
Lewis, Chalmers) and explanation as axiomatic characterisation (Carnap, Kripke, Fine).
(Forget about this: metaphysics is what metaphysicians do.)

Assumed background
Hopefully not too much. Lewis (mostly Plurality of Worlds and New Work for a Theory of Universals) and
Fine (mostly Essence and Modality and Tense and Reality) are important. Readings are on the webpage,
as are handouts and (proto-)papers.

Three main theses
The course (and the (proto-)papers to be discussed) revolve around three main theses:

1. Essence is not modality, the two concepts are two-way independent: essential properties may
be had contingently; they may also be contingently essential, even though some contingent re-
lations such as supervenience are best seen as grounded in essences.

2. The most fundamental trait of reality is the relation of exemplification, the tie that binds prop-
erties to their bearer and relations to their relata: exemplification is a real, albeit formal relation
(pace Bradley’s regress); it allows of adverbial modification and may itself be bearer of higher-
order properties.

3. Essential modifications of the exemplification relation allow for a new understanding of the
metaphysics of objects: problems of persistence and trans-world identity may be solved by ac-
cepting qua-objects, objects like Picasso qua painter (who was more successful than Picasso qua
writer), without (or so I hope) increasing the ontological bill.1

Preliminary issues (today): ontological commitment vs. ontological explanation, determination vs. su-
pervenience, explanation by things vs. explanation by existential facts.

Humphrey
A good illustration of the scope and limits of philosophical analysis is afforded by Kripke’s famous
‘Humphrey’-objection to Ludovican modal realism: Whenever it is true of Humphrey, Lewis (1968:
28) says, that he might have won the election, there is some other entity, isolated from Humphrey in
space and time, who did win the election. It is in virtue of standing in some relation, the counterpart
relation, to this other entity, that this-worldy Humphrey may truly be said to possibly have won the
election. This explanation, elegant and simple as it otherwise is, has met with an incredulous stare
by many: how can it be possibly true, Kripke (1980: 45, n. 13) asks, that Humphrey, worrying about
whether he (he himself!) might or might not have won the election, worries about some  other  person,

1As these puzzles are typically generated by applications of Leibniz’ law of the indiscernibility of identicals (if two things
are discernible, they are not identical: ∀x, y ∃F ((Fx ∧ ¬Fy) → x ̸= y)), an important feature of the new theory will be how
this principle must be restricted.
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some entity which is appropriately similar to him, but with whom he never has and never could enter
into any kind of causal contact?

…if we say ‘Humphrey might have won the election (if only he had done such-and-such)’, we
are not talking about something that might have happened to Humphrey, but to someone
else, a “counterpart”. Probably, however, Humphrey could not care less whether someone
else, no matter how much resembling him, would have been victorious in another possible
world. (Kripke 1980: 45, n. 13)

In defense of Lewis, Alan Hazen reminds Kripke that Lewis offered a translation of modal talk into
counterpart theory:

Kripke’s argument confuses sentences of the technical language of Lewis’s semantic the-
ory, which are outside our natural language or at least constitute an extension of it, with
sentences of our ordinary language, and so misapplies intuitive judgements about sen-
tences of ordinary language to the technical ones. (Hazen 1979: 321)

This reply, however, is not entirely satisfactory: while it is true that both “possible world” and “coun-
terpart” are theoretical notions, counterpart theory is not intended to be just another modal logic;
instead, as Lewis (1986) makes very clear, both of its central theoretical notions are intended to play a
part in ontology. Hazen is right, however, that Lewis is not committed to endorse any possible way of
phrasing his proposed analysis in ordinary language. In his first reply, Lewis stresses that he offers a
theory about the truthmakers of ordinary modal propositions, and that there is no presumption that
they have to be read off from surface grammar:

I think intuition is well enough satisfied if we take “myself ” [in Humphrey’s thinking ‘I
myself might have won’] to modify “might have won.” Humphrey thinks that he himself,
and not someone else who resembles him, has the modal property expressed by “might
have won.” And that is true on anybody’s theory. In counterpart theory, it is true because
Humphrey himself, in virtue of his own qualitative character, is such as to have some win-
ners for counterparts. (Lewis 1983b: 42)

Even though Lewis never puts it that way, it is the emphasis on the truthmakers of the modal proposition
that allows Lewis to say that Humphrey indeed worries about himself, namely about whether or not he
is similar enough to someone who in fact won the election (in another possible world): his worry does
not concern an obscure property as being  such  that  one  might  have  won, but the real, this-worldly
properties that, if he had them, would make him the winner. Lewis later elaborated this defense,
pointing out that the adequacy constraint is preservation of common sense, not complete conformity
with it – alternative descriptions of the truthmakers do not have to be intuitively acceptable:

I think counterpart theorists and ersatzers are in perfect agreement that there are other
worlds (genuine or ersatz) according to which Humphrey – he himself! (stamp the foot,
bang the table) – wins the election. […] Counterpart theory does say (and ersatzism does
not) that someone else – the victorious counterpart – enters into the story of how it is
that another world represents Humphrey as winning, and thereby enters into the story
of how it is that Humphrey might have won. […] Thanks to the victorious counterpart,
Humphrey himself has the requisite modal property: we can truly say that he might have
won. There is no need to deny that the victorious counterpart also makes true a second
statement describing the very same possibility: we can truly say that a Humphrey-like
counterpart might have won. The two statements are not in competition. Therefore we
need not suppress the second (say, by forbidding any mixture of ordinary modal language
with talk of counterparts) in order to safeguard the first. (Lewis 1986: 196)

The so-called “Humphrey objection”, I think, is a good example for what metaphysical theories are
about:

3



1. Though metaphysical theories have to ‘save the phenomena’ (allowing us to say what we think is
the right and uncontroversal description of the situation), they are theoretical and hence have
the right to their own technical vocabulary. They are concerned not with an elucidation of
concepts, but with the provision of truthmakers; and truthmakers are not always what we think
they are.

2. The question how to analyse true predications like “Humphrey cares about whether he might
have won the election” is reducible neither to empirical questions of matter of fact nor to ques-
tions about how best to analyse a concept we happen to possess.

3. In metaphysics, more often than not, everything turns on the strength of a biconditional given
as a philosophical analysis.2 This is the Eutyphro dilemma: even once it is agreed that an action
is pious iff (if and only if) the Gods love it, the crucial question is about the direction of the
explanation: are the pious actions pious because the Gods love them or do the Gods love them
because they are pious?

Determination, truth and being
Some things are determined by others. Maria’s smile could not be, it is said, the smile of anyone
else, Sam could not be a son to other than his actual parents, his pain could not exist unexperienced,
his poking his nose could not be the nose-poking of Maria, their kiss could not happen at any other
time or place than when and where it actually did and the ship they built together could not consist
of any other planks of wood than it actually does. Determination relations abound, and they are ill
understood.
Determination is not the same thing as supervenience. Supervenience is a modal notion,3 correspond-
ing roughly to lack of independent variation over modal space. Determination, however, is not: it
is properly intermediate in strength between material and strict implication. What is determined by
something depends on it for its existence, its essence or its nature. As determination is in many cases
contingent, what is determined is made actual, but in many cases not necessitated. Such determination
is ubiquitous in philosophy – not only in metaphysics, but in areas as different as are the philosophies
of language and mind and the philosophy of physics.
The determination relation is at the heart of many metaphysical and ontological puzzles and that it
comes in at least three varieties: as the determination of the qualitative character or nature of some-
thing (what I call “qualitative determination”), the determination of its essence (“essential determina-
tion”) and, finally, the determination of some thing’s existence (“existential determination”). Qualita-
tive, essential and existential determination is by properties, essences and particulars respectively: they
determine the nature, essence or existence of some things. While the three kinds of determination
are certainly different, they share important features: in all three cases, the essence of the determiner
is given by what it determines. Properties, being essentially qualitative, are just the kind of thing that
determine the qualitative character of things; essences by definition determine essential properties,
while particulars that determine the existence other particulars do so essentially.
“Ontological dependence” is usually reserved for determination relations of the third kind: events are
thus said to ontologically depend on their participants, non-empty sets on their members, tropes on
their bearers, wholes on their parts, boundaries on what they bound and holes on their hosts. Events,
sets, tropes, wholes, boundaries and holes are thus said to be ontologically dependent entities: they
owe not just their nature or essence, but their entire existence to the things that determine them.
This is not just an accidential feature of them: we cannot know what an event, set, trope, whole,

2It is not entirely wrong, though clearly uncharitable, to interpret Kripke as taking the biconditional of philosophical analysis
to licence substitution in attitudinal contexts like “Intuitively …”: this is a demand that may legitimately be refused.

3A class of properties B (read “biology”) supervenes on a class of properties A (“atomic physics”) locally (intra-worldy) iff
it is not possible that two things differ in B- but not in A-properties; they supervene regionally (inter-worldly) iff necessarily,
nothing differs from any possible thing just in its B-, but not in its A-properties; they supervene globally iff global distributions
of A-properties necessitate particular distributions of B-properties – no two things can differ in B-properties without there
being (possibly different) things differing in A-properties.
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boundary or hole is without knowing that it is thus dependent. Their dependency ties are part of
what accounts for what they are. In this sense, their determination by others explains, or accounts
for, their metaphysical category. But this does not set existential determination relations apart from
qualitative and essential determination: what accounts for the redness of the ball is the property being
red, what accounts for the humanity of Socrates is his essence.
I thus take all three kinds of determination to be explanatory relations. The notion of explanation
in play here is non-epistemic and non-representational: an explanation, in the sense this word is used
here, is not what helps us understand or what gives us reason to believe a certain proposition, but
rather what fundamentally or ultimately accounts for its truth. Determination relations are the things
in the world that make “in virtue of” claims true such as those given in metaphysical explanations.
These metaphysical explanations are rather special: they are neither causal, nor linguistic, nor evi-
dential, but are of a specific philosophical kind, providing us with a deeper understanding of a phe-
nomenon long familiar to us. Philosophers have long been asking questions like “what is it that makes
this ball red?”, “what accounts for Socrates’ being essentially a man?”,“why are some things metaphys-
ically self-sufficient while others are not?”. These questions should not be confused with the entirely
non-philosophical questions why the ball is red and why Socrates is a man or a substance. To these
questions, answers can be given that derive their credibility from considerations outside metaphysics:
that I painted it red; that his parents were human too; that he could survive in a world all by itself.
Whether or not this is so, is not of concern of philosophy and partly an empirical question, not to
be decided from the philosopher’s armchair. In the armchair, we rather presuppose the truth of the
assertions we try to account for within a metaphysical system.
We all think, I hope, that our lives might have been different. Presumably, some of us even believe that
they might have had lived the life of another person, living or dead. While of great moral and social
importance, it seems difficult to make philosophical sense of such pre-theoretical opinions. They
revolve around the notion of “determination” – a crucial, but often neglected concept of metaphysics:
I determine how my life is, and my life determines who I am, and nevertheless we enjoy a certain
degree of independence from each other: I could exist without my life, but not without a life at all; my
life could exist without me, but not without anyone living it. Even if I am myself a process perduring
in time, I am not identical to my life, for we have different properties: my life is long (let us hope), but
I am short, my life is boring, but I am not, my life is a life, but I am not a life, but a person.
A relation close and in many ways analogous to the one between me and my life is the one between
me and my body. My body will be burnt or buried after my death – not me, I hope. I may wish
to have another body and body switch seems a coherent and fascinating metaphysical speculation.
Some rational people believe in resurrection and some actors have body doubles. We have, again, an
intimate dependency, constitution without identity – another case of mutual determination I would
say. I determine my body, my body determines me, but we are to some extent independent of each
other. To make these two claims compatible is part of the philosophical puzzle of determination.
Determination is ubiquitous in philosophy. It’s influence is to be felt not only in metaphysics, but in
areas as different as are the philosophies of language and mind and the philosophy of physics. Here is
a list of some cases of determination:
Rigid designation A rigid designator, one might say, is determined by its referent: the name is a mere

tag, without descriptive content, nothing but a name for its bearer: two rigid designators for the
same thing only differ notationally. It therefore seems natural to say that, at least in paradigmatic
cases, the rigid designator is determined by its referent – it is the referent itself, not any descriptive
condition, that tells us how and what the designator is. Language, however, is conventional, and
linguistic signs are differentiated not just by their semantics, but by their syntax as well. We
cannot say, therefore, that names supervene on their referents: there may be changes in the
syntactic-lexical form of a name that leave its semantics untouched.

Truthmaking Truth supervenes on being – nothing actually true could be false without there being a
difference in being. But what kind of supervenience is in play here? It is not local (intra-world),
for some properties are extrinsic: things can differ with respect to them without there being
a difference in their being. It is not inter-world supervenience neither, for some properties are
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relational: they may vary among things in virtue of differences in different, and alien, things. It
is not global supervenience, finally, because some truths are negative or quantified: they can vary
across complete situations, that differ only in that one of them contains some extra stuff. It is,
however, a form of determination.

Resemblance Do two similar things have something in common? Realists (as this word will here be
used) believe so: ressemblance, according to them, supervenes on or is determined by properties.
But is it the (literal!) sharing of properties that is in question here, or another, more fundamen-
tal relation between them (exact ressemblance between tropes, e.g.)? And is the determination
always direct, or are some ressemblances more fundamental than others? Properties determine
ressemblance in virtue of exemplifying higher-order properties. Sometimes these higher-order
properties are nil, as when two things have the same lowest determinate property. Usually, how-
ever, things ressemble by having (different) properties of the same type, as when two things
both have a reddish, but slightly different colour. These types are determined by the lowest
determinable properties, though they are not always necessitated by them.

Universals Both Aristolianism and Platonism about universals are generic claims – they should leave
it open what universals exist and by what they are instantiated. A Platonist may well concede
the possibility that, as it happens, all universals are instantiated. He just thinks that they do not
need to be. But how is this to be spelt out? Not as the negation of:

(1) ∀U3∃x(Ux)

While the negation of (1) may be a consequence of the Platonist’s claim (depending on his views
about what possibilities there are), it does not exhaust it: a Platonist may hold the plenitudinous
view that God decided to have every universal instantiated by at least one possible object and
nevertheless maintain that He was entirely free to do so: nothing in the nature of universals com-
pelled him to have them instantiated. The disagreement between Aristotelians and Platonists
about the nature of universals does not concern the question whether their existence is modally
correlated with the existence of things instantiating them, but rather is about what makes uni-
versals exist: their instantiations, say the Aristotelians, nothing at all, maintain the Platonists.
The Aristotelian claim is therefore better put thus:

(2) ∀U2U3∃x(Ux)

Properties and qua-objects Properties are qualitative: they characterise things. Whether Socrates is
white or blue, is determined by Socrates on the one, and the properties of whiteness and blue-
ness on the other hand – but both Socrates and these properties can exist without standing in
an exemplication relation: Socrates may be red, and other things white and blue respectively. So
we do not have supervenience – but it seems that we have determination, at least of a qualitative
kind. Picasso was more successful as a painter than as a writer. Picasso as a painter was more
successful than Picasso was as a writer, but Picasso was not more successful than Picasso. By
Leibniz’ Law, Picasso as a painter and Picasso are two different objects. Contrary to the deter-
mination of things by their properties, the determination of Picasso as a painter by the property
of being a painter seems essential. But again we do not have supervenience: Picasso as a painter
could have been worse than he actually was while still being a painter.

Ontological dependence and explanation by things
Three analyses of the relation of existential dependence have been proposed: what Correia (2002) calls
the “modal-existential” (identifying it with “m-dependence”) (Simons 1987: 295), the “purely essential-
ist” (identifying it with “i-dependence”) (Lowe (1994), Lowe (1998: 129)) and “essentialist-existential”
(identifying it with “e-dependence”) accounts (Mulligan and Smith (1986: §2.1), Correia (2002: 49–50)
attributes it to Fine):

1. a m-depends upon b iff ¬3(a exists ∧¬(b exists ))
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2. a i-depends upon b iff ∃R 2a Rab
3. a e-depends upon b iff 2a (a exists → b exists )

As Correia (2002: 41–52) points out in great detail, all three accounts face problems:
1. The modal-existential account makes everything depend upon every necessary existent; and it

makes Socrates depend upon its every set of which he is a member).
2. The purely essentialist approach entails that everything the essence of which ‘involves’ some

thing a depends upon a:4 the property of being identical to Socrates, any mereological sum
including him and my present thought about him will depend upon Socrates.

3. The essentialist-existential approach makes every cause depend on any effect it essentially pro-
duces: if God cannot but create, then He’ll depend for His existence on His creation.5

Several authors have therefore advocated that existential dependence should be spelt out in terms of
some non truth-functional connective:

1. a is ontologically dependent upon b iff a exists in virtue of the fact that b exists (Correia 2002:
54).

2. a is ontologically dependent upon b iff a exists because b exists (Lowe (1998: 145), Schnieder
(2006)).

3. a is ontologically dependent upon b iff necessarily, a needs b to exist (Gorman 1995: 222).
But it is a mistake to think that the explanations of truths offered by truthmaker theory are claims to
the effect that they have such-and-such truthmakers. Consider:
(1) Sam is a dog because “Sam is a dog.” is made true by Sam.
(2) “Sam is a dog” is true because it is made true by Sam.
(3) “Sam is a dog” is true because of Sam.
As opponents of truthmaker theory have pointed out, both (1) and (2) are false. (3), however, is true
and provides an explanation of why “Sam is a dog” is true.
Explanation by things is surprisingly common:

• rationalising: Sam left Maria because of Sally.
• evidential: They must be at home because of the curfew.
• causal1: The worn-off break explains the accident.
• causal2: The Russians won at Stalingrad because of the T1 tank.
• essential: Why can’t Socrates not smile Platon’s smile? Because his smile is of a kind of things

that are not transferrable (it’s a trope).
• metaphysical: Don’t say “Humphrey possibly wins” is true because there is a possible winning

counterpart, but say because of the (winning) counterpart.
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