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MODULE INFORMATION 
Description:  
In this module, we examine modern classics and cutting-edge research in analytic metaphysics. 
Specific topics to be covered this term include, but are not limited to, vagueness, composition, the 
nature and existence of fictional objects, and the methodology of ontology. 
 
Course Objectives:  
This module is intended to prepare students for engagement in independent research within 
analytic metaphysics, broadly construed.  
 
Outcomes: 
Students taking this module will  

1. Acquire knowledge regarding several central issues in analytic metaphysics 
2. Engage closely & critically with contemporary research 
3. Develop their ability to think & write philosophically 
4. Develop their ability to prepare & offer presentations on philosophical topics 

 
Format: 
There will be 6 two hour class in this module this semester. The first three classes will be with Dr 
Bruno Whittle (bruno.whittle@glasgow.ac.uk), the latter three will be with Dr Nathan Wildman 
(nathan.wildman@glasgow.ac.uk). 
  
The relevant faculty member will set a topic and suggest some reading on which you should write 
an essay. You are of course welcome to look for further sources on your own. The essay, of no 
more than 2,000 words, should be submitted electronically 48 hours before the class. If you are 
willing, please also send a copy to the other class members. 
 
If you have any accessibility issues that we can be of any help with, then please let us know so that 
we can accommodate them as best we can. 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

COURSE TOPICS 
1. Problem of the Many 
 
The problem of the many emerges when we have objects without clearly demarcated borders. 
Think of a one cloud, floating in a clear blue sky. Seen from the ground, the cloud appears to have 
a sharp boundary. But appearances can be deceiving. After all, the cloud is in fact a swarm of water 
droplets and, at the cloud’s outskirts, the droplets are so few and far between that we’d be hesitant 
to say that these outliers are part of the cloud at all (rather, they’re merely near or next to it). But 
the transition is gradual, meaning many surfaces are equally good candidates to be the boundary of 
the cloud. And this means that many aggregates of droplets, some more or less inclusive (and some 
inclusive in different ways than others), are equally good candidates to be the cloud. Since all of 
these look to be good cloud candidates, we’ve no reason to pick one out as the only cloud in the 
sky. Further, if we count them all as clouds, then we don’t have a single cloud in the sky but rather 
a huge number of them! Finally, if none of them count, then we have no clouds at all. How is it, 
then, that we have just one cloud? And, what holds for clouds holds for anything whose boundaries 
are not clearly demarcated – which, as it turns out, includes just about every kind of object we 
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normally think about (e.g. people, tables, chairs, and beer bottles). Thus the problem of the many 
is a serious issue for the ontology of everyday objects. 

 
Essay Question  What is the problem of the many? How should we solve it? 
 
Readings: 
 
- Unger, Peter, 1980, “The Problem of the Many,” Midwest Studies in Philosophy, 5: 411–67. 

 
- Lewis, David, 1993, “Many, but Almost One,” in Ontology, Causality and Mind: Essays in Honour 

of D M Armstrong, John Bacon (ed.), New York: Cambridge University Press. 
 

- SEP Article on The Problem of the Many – https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/problem-of-
many/ 

 
Optional Readings: 
 
- López de Sa, Dan, 2014, “Lewis vs Lewis on the Problem of the Many,” Synthese, 191: 1105–

1117. 
 

- Barnes, Elizabeth, 2010, “Ontic Vagueness: A Guide for the Perplexed,” Noûs, 44: 601–627. 
 

- Williams, J. Robert G., 2006, “An Argument for the Many,” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, 
106: 411–419. 

 

2. Fictional Objects 
 
Philosophical issues surrounding fiction have attracted increasing amounts of attention over the 
past few decades. One central issue here concerns the nature and existence of fictional entities –
individuals, objects, locations, and events like Holmes, the One Ring, Hobbiton, and the War of 
the Five Armies that are written about in works of fiction. Philosophers tend to ask two, related 
questions about these fictional entities: do any such things exist? And, if they do, what kind of thing 
are they? Bound up with these questions are issues about the semantics of our fictional discouse – 
i.e., it seems that the truth of ‘Hamlet is my favourite Danish prince’ requires that Hamlet exist. 
Fictional realists assert that fictional entities exist, though realists range from creationists (who 
think ficta a created abstract objects) to non-creationist (who think ficta are like Platonic 
universals). Meanwhile, anti-realists deny the existence of fictional entities, and so take on the 
burden of explaining how our apparent talk about such entities can be true. 
 
 
Essay Question Does the fictional character Hamlet exist? If so, what sort of entity is he? 

If not, how do we account for the truth of claims like “Hamlet is more 
melancholic than Holmes”?  

 
Reading: 
 
- Friend, S. (2007) “Fictional Characters”, Philosophy Compass 2 (2):141–156. 
 
- Van Inwagen, P. (1977). “Creatures of Fiction”, American Philosophical Quarterly, 14: 299–308. 
 
- Thomasson, A. L. (2003a). “Fictional Characters and Literary Practices”, British Journal of 



Aesthetics, 43: 138–157. 
 
- Everett, A. (2005). “Against Fictional Realism”, Journal of Philosophy, 102: 624–649. 
 
Optional Reading: 
 
- SEP Article on Fiction – https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/fiction/ 
 
- Thomasson, A.L. (1999) Fiction and Metaphysics, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
 
- Schneider, B. & von Solodkoff, T. (2009). “In Defence of Fictional Realism”, The Philosophical 

Quarterly, 59: 138–149. 
 

- Everett, Anthony (2007). “Pretense, existence, and fictional objects”, Philosophy and 
Phenomenological Research 74 (1):56–80. 
 

3. Meta-Ontology 
 
The broadly Quinean view that emerged in the middle of the 20th century (and continues to be the 
dominant methodology today) took metaphysics to be concerned with questions about whether 
properties, relations, meaning, numbers, and mereologically complex material objects exist. This 
naturally led to debates between nominalists and realists about these various entities, as well as 
about the notion of ontological commitment and the nature and (in)substantiality of these existence 
questions. However, this Quinean meta-ontology faces significant and powerful challenges, which 
threaten to undermine the very methodology would-be ontologists use to settle their disputes. In 
this section, we will examine Quinean meta-ontology, evaluate the challenges it faces, and possibly 
look at some alternatives. 
 
Essay Question What is the Quinean method for settling ontological debates? Is it 

adequate? If so, how should we handle any problems it faces? If not, what 
alternative methodology should we pursue to do so?  

 
Readings: 
 
- Quine, W. V. (1948). On what there is. The Review of Metaphysics, 2(1), 21-38. 

 

- van Inwagen, Peter (2009). Being, existence, and ontological commitment. In David John 
Chalmers, David Manley & Ryan Wasserman (eds.),Metametaphysics: New Essays on the 
Foundations of Ontology. Oxford University Press 
 

- Bennett Karen (2009). Composition, colocation, and metaontology. In David John Chalmers, 
David Manley & Ryan Wasserman (eds.), Metametaphysics: New Essays on the Foundations of 
Ontology. Oxford University Press. 

 

- Carnap, Rudolf (1950). Empiricism, semantics, and ontology. Revue Internationale de 
Philosophie 4 (11):20--40. 

 
Optional Reading: 
 
- Lewis, David & Lewis, Stephanie (1970). Holes. Australasian Journal of Philosophy 48 (2):206 – 

212. 
 



- Yablo, Stephen (1998). Does Ontology Rest on a Mistake? Aristotelian Society Supplementary 
Volume 72 (1):229 - 283. 
 

- Melia, Joseph (1995). On What There's Not. Analysis 55 (4):223 - 229. 
 

- Thomasson, Amie L. (2008). Existence questions. Philosophical Studies 141 (1):63 - 78. 
 

- Schaffer, Jonathan (2009). On what grounds what. In David Manley, David J. Chalmers & 
Ryan Wasserman (eds.), Metametaphysics: New Essays on the Foundations of Ontology. Oxford 
University Press 347-383. 

 

- Chalmers, David J. (2009). Ontological anti-realism. In David John Chalmers, David Manley 
& Ryan Wasserman (eds.), Metametaphysics: New Essays on the Foundations of Ontology. 
Oxford University Press 

 

- von Solodkoff, Tatjana (2014). Paraphrase Strategies in Metaphysics. Philosophy Compass 9 
(8):570-582. 


