
Department of Philosophy, University of Wyoming
PHIL 4560 R 4:10-6:40 Ross Hall 135

Seminar in Metaphysics: Metametaphysics

I Instructor Information

Name: Dr. Bradley Rettler
Office: Ross Hall 128
Office Hours: Tuesday 1-3, Thursday 11-12, and by appointment
E-mail: brettler@uwyo.edu
Course Website: http://metametaphysics.bradleyrettler.com

II Course Description

Ontology is the branch of metaphysics that asks questions about what there is. Meta-
ontology is the branch of metaphysics that asks questions about the ontology questions.
Some of those questions are:

1. What do we mean when we ask, “What is there?”

2. Is there only one kind of existence, or many?

3. Do some things exist in different ways?

4. Is being the same as existence?

5. Do some things have more being than other things?

In his recent book The Fragmentation of Being (OUP, 2018), Kris McDaniel asks and
answers these questions. Drawing on work from Aquinas, Aristotle, Heidegger, Husserl,
and others, he defends pluralism about being. And he articulates various ways of being
a pluralist about being.

Pluralism about being is by far the minority view in contemporary metaphysics. So,
alongside McDaniel’s book, we will read papers by those who argue for the majority
view. This will give us a well-rounded overview of the options.

III Required Readings

You are required to purchase one book: The Fragmentation of Being by Kris McDaniel.
Other readings will be uploaded to WyoCourses and posted on the course website.

IV Evaluation

You will have option to take Track 1 or Track 2. I encourage those who are hoping to
go to graduate school in philosophy to take Track 1. Others can choose either track.

http://metametaphysics.bradleyrettler.com
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Track 1:

20% of your grade will be for attendance, class participation, and ques-
tion/comment submission. Each meeting day, by noon, you will submit at
least two questions or comments on the reading. These should be phrased as
clearly and precisely as possible, and will help guide our discussion.
75% of your grade for the course will be for one original paper of approx-
imately 5,000 words. The paper will be an argumentative essay, where you
stake out a new position, or offer a new argument or new objection. This
should be the kind of paper the main idea of which could be published in a
philosophy journal (though of course it needn’t be quite that good). It should
engage with and show mastery of the relevant literature, including at least 10
references.
Additionally, 5% of your grade will be for coming to office hours these three
times during the semester:
1) By March 1, you’ll come to office hours for about a half hour to talk about
metametaphysics. You should have some idea of what general topics you are
interested in, or some particular puzzle you want to solve or question you want
to answer. We’ll talk about those things and your thoughts on them. I’ll give
you further reading that isn’t on the syllabus.
2) By April 1, we’ll meet again. You should have read most of the further
reading. We’ll talk about it and your thoughts on it. I will give you a bit more
reading.
3) By May 1, we’ll meet for (at least) a third time. You should have done all
of the reading I’ve assigned, and more besides. You should have also started
working on the paper. We’ll talk through your argument thus far.
4) I will read drafts of papers if and only if they are submitted by April 17.

Track 2:

20% of your grade will be for attendance, class participation, and ques-
tion/comment submission. Each meeting day, by noon, you will submit at
least two questions or comments on the reading. These should be phrased as
clearly and precisely as possible, and will help guide our discussion.
20% of your grade will be for critical reports. Five times during the semester,
you will write a one-page critical response paper and email it to me by 11:59pm
the night before class. The paper should be half a page of giving, in premise-
conclusion form, an argument from the reading, and half of a page of offering
an objection to a premise of that argument.
30% of your grade will be for your final paper. This paper will be approx-
imately 2,000 words, and will be on a topic related to the course. You will
meet with me around the halfway point of the semester (mid-March) to talk
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through potential topics. I will read one-page outlines if and only if they are
submitted by April 17.
30% of your grade will be for a final exam comprised of a half dozen or so
short essay questions on the readings.

V Grading Scale

A: 92-100
A-: 90-92
B+: 88-90
B: 82-88
B-: 80-82
C+: 78-80
C: 72-78
C-: 70-72
D: 60-70
F: Below 60

VI Honor Code

All students are expected to abide by the AcademicHonor Code. Students are not allowed
to write papers together, although verbal discussion of one’s papers (with anyone) is
not only permitted but encouraged. Any use of outside sources for specific ideas or
arguments must be properly cited. Plagiarism is easily detectable and will absolutely
not be tolerated. The University provides guidelines on what constitutes plagiarism here:
http://www.uwyo.edu/generalcounsel/−files/docs/uw-reg-6-802.pdf. You are strongly en-
couraged to read that document. If you have any doubt about the appropriateness of any
action, please check with me.

VII Students with Disabilities

I am happy to accommodate students with disabilities. Students desiring accommoda-
tions on the basis of physical, learning, or psychological disability for this class should
view their options at http://www.uwyo.edu/udss/ and contact Disability Support Services.
They are located at 128 Knight Hall, and can be reached by email at udss@uwyo.edu or
by phone at 307.766.3073.

VIII Title IX Office

If you or someone you know would like help related to an experience of sexual violence
including sexual assault, harassment, domestic violence, dating violence, stalking or
other type of non-consensual sexual conduct, please contact Jim Osborn by phone at
307.766.5200 or by email at report-it@uwyo.edu . I am (along with nearly all faculty

http://www.uwyo.edu/generalcounsel/$_{-}$files/docs/uw-reg-6-802.pdf
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and staff members) a mandatory reporter; if I learn of any incident of sexual violence or
misconduct, I am legally required to report it.

IX Support

There are a variety of ways to get extra academic help at UW. You can drop-in to the
STEP Tutoring Center at Coe Library, get e-tutoring on your writing, and visit theWriting
Center in Coe Library.

X Classroom Conduct

Respect one another! Pay attention when people are speaking, listen carefully before
jumping in, and speak in a respectful tone. You will almost certainly disagree with people.
In this course, we will explore our disagreement together in a structured, collaborative
atmosphere. Keep this in mind.

A note on phone/laptop usage. One way to disrespect people is to distract them from
what’s important. So, put your phones on silent or vibrate—texting or answering your
phone in class is not acceptable. Keep your mobile devices out of sight – including your
own sight! If you want to take notes on a laptop, you must approve it with me at the
beginning of the semester.

Both the University of Wyoming and I value an educational environment that is diverse,
equitable, and inclusive. The diversity that students and faculty bring to class including
age, country of origin, culture, disability, economic class, ethnicity, gender identity, immi-
gration status, linguistic capacity, political affiliation, race, religion, sexual orientation,
veteran status, worldview, and other social and cultural diversity is valued, respected,
and considered a resource for learning.

XI Changes

This syllabus is a guide. Circumstances may alter the reading and/or test schedules. All
changes will be announced in class and posted onWyoCourses. You are required to check
WyoCourses and your email at least once a week.

XII Expected Schedule

The readings are to be done by the day for which they are scheduled. Late reaction papers will not
be accepted. Late final papers will receive 10% off per day late. “FB” refers to
Fragmentation of Being.

Week 1
FB, Introduction
van Inwagen – Meta-ontology
Thomasson, Ch 1 – “The Forgotten Easy Approach”

http://www.uwyo.edu/studentaff/step/tutoring/
https://www.etutoring.org/login.cfm?institutionid=294&returnPage=
http://www.uwyo.edu/ctl/writing-center/
http://www.uwyo.edu/ctl/writing-center/
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Week 2
FB, Chapter 1 – “Ways of Being”
Carman – “The Question of Being”
Thomasson, Ch 2 – “The Unbearable Lightness of Existence”

Week 3
Caplan – “Ontological Superpluralism”
Turner – “Ontological Pluralism”

Week 4
Korman – “Fundamental Quantification and the Language of the Ontology Room”
Rettler – “Quantification in the Ontology Room”

Week 5
Thomasson, Ch 10 – “Can Hard Questions be Revived in Ontologese?”

Week 6
FB, Chapter 2 – “A Return to the Analogy of Being”
David Lewis – “New Work for a Theory of Universals”

Week 7
FB, Chapter 3 – “Ways of Being and Time”
SEP – Time §6, SEP – Presentism

Week 8
FB, Chapter 4 – “Categories of Being”
van Inwagen – “What is an Ontological Category?”

Week 9
FB, Chapter 5 – “Being and almost Nothingness”
Lewis and Lewis – “Holes”

Week 10
FB, Chapter 6 – “Persons and Value”
Unger – “I Do Not Exist”

Week 11
FB, Chapter 7 – “Degrees of Being”
Lewis – Properties (from On The Plurality of Worlds

Week 12
FB, Chapter 8 – “Being and Ground”
Schaffer – “What Grounds What?”
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Week 13
FB, Chapter 9 – “Being and Essence”
Koslicki – Essence, Necessity, and Explanation

Week 14
Author meets Students – McDaniel visit or Skype
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