
Metaphysics

There is a science . . . that studies Being qua Being, together with those
properties which belong to it by reason of its essential nature. This science
is quite distinct from what we may call the special sciences, none of which
investigates Being in its purely general aspect as Being, but each of which
rather cuts off some partial aspect of Being and studies the set of properties
belonging to that partial aspect: as do the mathematical sciences. But it is
first principles and the highest reasons that we are seeking, and clearly
these must constitute a subject- matter with a nature of its own. I
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It is widely agreed by historians of philosophy that Western philosophy began with
metaphysics. Philosophers before Socrates, the "pre-Socratics" (roughly 625-371
B.C.), were essentially concerned with the nature of ultimate reality. Thinkers
such as Thales, Anaxirnander, Pythagoras, Parmenides, and Heraclitus sought
what might be called "first principles" of reality, and thus they established meta-
physics and natural science in one shot. Perhaps the most important discovery of
this period was not so much the answers they gave us but rather the questions they
asked, for the whole context in which they raised their questions presupposed a
naturalistic-as opposed to a supernaturalistic-answer. In this respect, the pre-
Socratics broke with the strong mythological character of the thought of their
predecessors. Instead of giving explanations of humans and the world in terms of
the worldviews of Homer and Hesiod-that is, the struggles between the gods, and
their various dealing with mortals-the pre-Socratics introduced metaphysical
concepts such as "substance," "form," "permanence," and "change" into the basic



framework of thought about our world. Pre-Socratic metaphysics thus takes as its
ultimate conviction the idea that the universe is a natural entity that is compre-
hensible by rational thought.

Aside from tributes to the ancient Greeks for the origins of metaphysics, and
of philosophy as a whole, anyone who has asked basic questions such as "Who or
what am I?" or "What is my place in the scheme of things?" or "What is ultimately
real?" has unwittingly taken the plunge into metaphysics. It is at such times of
solemn introspection coupled with profound curiosity about ourselves and the
nature of the universe that we discover wonder and its infinite territory. The need
to question and the uncertainty or incompleteness of the answers linger just be-
yond the veneer of our everyday existence.

Before we embark on more specific investigations into the metaphysical issues
raised above, we need to make some attempt at a more precise characterization of
metaphysics. This is especially important since misconceptions of the subject are
widespread in popular culture. For example, one popular understanding (or mis-
understanding) of metaphysics places it wholly within the context of spiritualism;
or worse, the occult; or still worse, pseudoscience. It may very well be the case that
the world's great religions implicitly convey a metaphysical view about the nature
of reality as ultimately spiritual, but this is another matter. The type of misuse of
the term metaphysics I have in mind is current among practitioners of New Age
spirituality. This is a poor substitute for the philosophical, critical, and systematic
inquiry into the nature and structure of reality.

As the traditional story goes, the term metaphysics comes from Aristotle's
editor, Andronicus of Rhodes, who in the first century B.C. classified and cata-
loged Aristotle's works. Andronicus took the writings Aristotle called "first philoso-
phy" and placed them after his treatise on physics. Z Metaphysics, from the Greek
ta meta ta physika, literally means "those things after the physics." But this histori-
cal origin of the term is purely accidental. Metaphysics is better understood as the
systematic investigation of the most general principles of reality, or, as Aristotle
himself said, it is "a science that studies Being qua Being." In Aristotle's sense, the
metaphysician seeks principles that are prior to or beyond any investigation in the
special sciences. A chemist, for example, may explain the particular molecular
composition of a substance, but the question "What is substance in general?" is of
no interest to his or her investigations. Similarly, a physicist will explain particular·
causes in material bodies from the effects of magnetism, electricity, light, and so
on, but the attempt to understand the very notion of causation falls outside his or
her area of concern. Such issues do, however, lie at the center of the metaphysi-
cian's quest.

Insofar as metaphysics does not proceed as one of the special sciences, the
results of direct observation and experimentation are not the primary means of

constructing first principles, albeit such results will have some place within the
scheme of principles, given that the metaphysician seeks a system that is consistent
with current science. The evidence of sense perception has usually taken a back
seat to the attempt to construct principles of the universe by means of logical
investigation-that is, of reasoning a priori. In this respect, the metaphysician
does not need a laboratory or high-tech instruments to do the necessary work. The
metaphysician's procedure in attempting to discover the fundamental features of
reality is more akin to that of the mathematician or the theoretical physicist. The
main tool is logic, but intuition and insight are equally, if not more, important.

The great metaphysicians of the past have always had a vision of the essence
of reality, and the picture they paint is always fascinating, if not mind-boggling. I
need only mention the likes of Plato, Aristotle, Descartes, Spinoza, Leibniz,
Hegel, and Whitehead as typical examples of metaphysical vision in the Western
tradition. But their particular views of reality are very different, and on many
points they directly contradict one another. The attempt to decide whose vision is
right is a matter of extreme difficulty, and the criteria for deciding whose vision
comes closest to the truth seems to elude our grasp forever. But one thing is sure-
a view that is supported by precise and rigorous argumentation can only gain the
attention and respect of those who are seriously engaged in the pursuit of truth.

Some philosophers see metaphysics as a superscience because to do it at all
adequately, one must attempt to grasp the essential nature of the universe, not in
some fragmentary or piecemeal fashion, but as a whole. The principles put forth
therefore have a universal character in the sense that they attempt to give a general
account of everything in the universe, including the actual and the possible. Such
principles then serve as foundations from which reasoning in the special sciences
proceeds. Metaphysical principles are the most basic and most general principles
of reality.

We can thus provide an abstract characterization of metaphysics, though it is
only by examining specific metaphysical problems that we can come to a real
understanding of the subject. Let us now proceed to consider the branch of meta-
physics called ontology. In the course of exploring the issues in this area, we
discover some of the most perplexing yet compelling problems of metaphysics.

Questions regarding ontology lie at the heart of metaphysics. Ontology attempts to
determine what is; thus, philosophers who are concerned with this area are espe-
cially interested in questions such as "What sorts of things exist?" "Are existence
and being the same?" "What is the status of various types of entities?" and "Do
some entities depend on others?"

Let us speculate for the moment about what sorts of things are real, or exist.
An initial list might include entities as diverse as people, animals, and other mate-
rial objects such as trees, houses, cars, books, bicycles, computers, and coffee



cups. But someone might disagree from the start that the list is too narrow and that
entities such as minds, ideas, numbers, sets, geometrical figures, and God and the
angels must be included. Still someone else might find this survey lacking and
might wish to include fictional entities such as unicorns, mermaids, leprechauns,
the Greek and Roman gods, and extraterrestrials. After all, granted that ideas are
real, the content of our ideas must have some sort of reality as well.

Now our universe is starting to get very populated, and for some, much too
cluttered. How, then, shall we decide what to include? An appeal to direct obser-
vation will not help us much here because that would rule out not only God,
minds, ideas, and numbers but also the subatomiC world of physics, and to com-
plicate matters even more, the past and future, because strictly speaking we only
observe the content of the present. Common sense does not fare much better as
the final arbiter because it is notoriously defective. What we would like to believe
to be so common to ourselves is unfortunately uncommon to others. And if we
appeal to science, we find that scientists themselves hardly agree about what is
really real. Electrons, quarks, cosmic strings, and black holes are all plausible
candidates, but none are firmly established beyond doubt.

Perhaps we can clarify things a bit by introducing a few metaphysical con-
cepts and by distinguishing between actuality and possibility, concrete and ab-
stract, and real and ideal. Armed with such distinctions we can move on to classify
and categorize our ontological clutter. This prepares us for our real problem,
which is to construct a theory that will commit us to what the universe actually
contains-no more, no less. This is a formidable task that divides metaphysicians
into two schools of thought: analytic ontology, which is a somewhat restrictive or
conservative approach to determining what is real, and speculative metaphysics,
which is a more expansive or liberal approach. Let us first take up the speculative
approach and become deliberately expansive about our ontological theory; then let
us raise questions from the point of view of analytic ontology.

If we begin with the sorts of things that are actual and concrete, our universe
already contains a lot of "stuff." Sense perception informs us of broad outlines of
order in the concrete, material world. Within this context we discern individ-
uals-people, animals, houses, cars, plants, stones, and so on. These are individ-
ual substances, which Aristotle believed to be the concrete particulars that popu-
late space and time. Individual substances are roughly identified by nouns that
take an indefinite article-an apple, a man, a car. Proceeding in this manner,·
wood, steel, and clay do not pass for individual substances. These function as the
matter of individual substances. For Aristotle, an individual substance is a particu-
lar combination of matter and form. Matter is what an individual substance is
made of. Form is how the matter is structured.

Individual substances have two important characteristics: (1) they are self-
same centers of change; that is, they endure throughout their changes as the same
individuals, and (2) they are capable of independent existence. To grasp the point
of this second characteristic, we must distinguish substances from properties or
qualities-red, sweet, round, courageous. Qualities cannot exist independently.

They are, rather, dependent upon the individual substances that they qualify. We
never find the quality red by itself, for example. It is always a property of some
concrete individual thing like a car or an apple. Furthermore, qualities can exist in
many different individuals. The quality red, for example, may characterize differ-
ent individual things at the same time or at different times. My tie is the same
shade of red as the apple in front of me and the car that was outside my window
yesterday.

The subatomic world that lies at the base of this macroscopic world is con-
structed theoretically. Provided that our physical theory is correct, subatomic par-
ticles, atoms, and molecules are actual, concrete entities as well. These are not,
however, individual substances. They are part of the theoretical framework of
matter. We make sense of this world by describing individual things in terms of
form, matter, and quality. The changes that these things undergo over time we
call events. Furthermore, our discourse about concrete, actual things involves us
in various attempts to explain causal interactions between them. This is the busi-
ness of the special sciences: geology, biology, zoology, chemistry, subatomic
physics, astrophysics, and so on.

Now, what about such things as sets, relations, numbers, and geometrical
figures? These are abstract entities that some philosophers believe inhabit an eter-
nal permanent world of their own. The entities of this world might be thought of
as "ideal" because their perfect essences are never realized in our "real" world but
only contemplated in thought or in theorems of mathematics and geometry. Plato
is a major proponent of this sort of view. In fact, for him the immaterial mathe-
matical entities occupy an intermediate position between the eternal "Forms" and
the concrete particulars of sense experience. l This is the territory of the pure mathe-
matician, where vast systems of abstract order are discovered.

Aside from the actual world and the abstract world of mathematics, we also
discern possible worlds, and here our ontology multiplies to include infinities of
worlds of a rather perverse sort. The worlds of possibilities include not only what-
ever fictional characters or entities we can dream up, but also histories that might
have been, or what could possibly be in the future.4 This we might call the worlds
of "if," as in "if this world had been otherwise .... " Consider, for example, the
counterfactual conditional "If Adolf Hitler had won the Second World War, the
world would be ruled by Aryans." Whatever we might imagine for counterfactuals
defines a possible world. Although these statements are counter to fact, we can
imagine what the world would be like in many different ways if they were realized,
and we have thereby defined those possible worlds.

Possibilities are what might be or what might have been. At each moment of
the universe, possibilities become actualized. When some possibilities are actu-
alized, infinitely many other possibilities are excluded from being actualized. For
example, when I drove to the university this morning, I made actual a possible
world from several other options I could have chosen, and in my own small way
contributed to what is actual now and placed limitations on what will be in the
future.



As mentioned above, other types of possible worlds include the worlds of
fictional characters in novels, the bizarre creatures of science fiction, or even the
dream worlds we presumably enter into every night when we go to sleep. Perhaps
the only things that are ultimately excluded from these worlds are logical impos-
sibilities stich as the round square, the son of a barren woman, and the married
bachelor. These are contradictions and, therefore, cannot become actual under
any circumstances. Necessarily true propositions, on the other hand, are true for
all possible worlds: for example, "Bachelors are unmarried men" or the truths of
mathematics and geometry (5 + 7 = 12, or the Pythagorean theorem: If a and b
are the lengths of a right triangle, and c is the length of the hypotenuse, then a2 +
b2 = c2).

The actual world--":the world we happen to inhabit-is only one of many
possible worlds. The German philosopher Gottfried Leibniz believed it to be "the
best of all possible worlds" because God, being perfect, would not have made
actual an inferior world. Most philosophers believe that nonactual possible worlds
are merely conceptual and exist only in the mind or in the mind of God. No
matter how sophisticated or advanced our space travel might become, we will
never be able to travel to a nonactual possible world. They are only places in
logical space where we can soar in the wings of imagination, but as high and as
wildly as we like. Other philosophers disagree. Modal realists, for example, believe
possible worlds are no less real than the actual world. By means of a high-powered
and sophisticated modal logic, they argue their case for the existence of all possible
worlds.5 This does not mean that our world is in any way connected spatially or
temporally with other worlds or that some sort of travel between them would be
possible, but it does mean that there is nothing very special about our world other
than the fact that we happen to inhabit it. Given this sort of outlook, the very
distinction between the actual and possible seems to dissolve, because every way
that a world could possibly be is a way that some world is.

Now to all of this ontology, if we include God and the angels, we see that
they have rather a lot to look after. 6

I am not forgetting minds and their ideas. But are these entities in their own
right and part of the actual, concrete world? To answer this question, we might
resort to the metaphysical concept of substance again. This time, however, we are
not concerned so much with individual substances as with general types of sub-
stance.

Those who believe that there are two types of substance, mental and physical,
are called dualists. Dualists claim that there are minds having thought as their
essence and bodies having extension-spatial magnitude-as their essence. A
view of this sort is implicit in the religious doctrines many of us learned as chil-
dren. Even if it is only held implicitly, however, it looms large in the background
of our most basic thoughts about the world and beyond. The notion that a person
has an immaterial soul that survives the death of the body is sharply contrasted
with the material world of which the body has its being. Invariably this view runs

into trouble when we ask bothersome questions about the relations between the
immaterial world of minds or souls and the material world of bodies, as did the
French philosopher Rene Descartes. 7 For example, how does one substance that is
immaterial and unextended~namely, thought-interact with and influence an-
other world ofsubstance-namely, the material, extended world-and vice versa?

Look at it this way. We have some conception of what it is for one substance
to interact with another of its own kind. So, we can make sense of physical things
such as molecules interacting with other molecules and producing more complex
molecular compounds. We can also make some sense of how ideas interact with
one another in an individual's consciousness. But how is it that my idea of moving
my fingers over the keyboard of the computer actually causes my fingers to move?
Or how is it that the bowling ball that fell on my foot produced the mental event I
so intimately know as a painful throbbing? The fad that these things happen is
obvious. The question is, "How can we make sense of their happening?''S

Descartes thought that the two different substances do causally interact with
each other through a small gland in the brain, the pineal gland, which he thought
was the seat of the soul. But the gland itself is a physical thing, so this does not
seem to get us anywhere. The idea of one substance interacting with another
different kind of substance is obscure at best. Since Descartes defined the sub-
stances of mind and body as radically different and utterly distinct, it is difficult, if
not impossible, to understand how to put them together in such a way as to get
interaction. ..

Recognizing the inherent difficulties with metaphysical dualism, most phi-
losophers have adopted some version of a monistic or pluralistic ontology. The
ontology of two different types of substance is thus replaced by an ontology of only
one substance or many substances of the same type. Perhaps there are just physical
things after all, and minds are nothing more than brains. At the other extreme, it
might be that physical things do not really exist but are only appearances of a more
fundamental substance thaf is ultimately mental. Clearly, the battleground be-
tween physical, materialist ontologies and psychical, immaterialist ontologies re-
sults from an inability to solve the mind-body problem.9 For myself, all this shows
that the concept of substance is suspect and needs to be replaced with a different
type of ontology altogether. This we shall explore in the following section.

Questions about the ontology of the world (or worlds) invariably lead us to
much more than we ever thought possible. Thus far, however, we have only
categorized and classified different types of entity that are.discussed by metaphysi-
cians. How do we decide what the world actually contains? The simple answer is
everything; but what exactly constitutes everything is a complex problem.

For the sake of simplicity, let us take the world to contain those items men-
tioned earlier: quarks, electrons, atoms, molecules, material bodies, properties,
events, sets, relations, numbers, geometrical figures, minds, ideas, God, angels,
and possible worlds ad infinitum. With speculative metaphysics this is basically it,
allowing for some variations here and there described by different philosophers.



Much of the controversy among different speculative systems stems from attempts
to establish which class of entities is basic or fundamental and which of the other
classes are derived from the basic class. Plato and Aristotle clashed on the issue of
whether the concrete particulars (tables, chairs, trees) depend upon the abstract,
mathematical entities, or vice versa. The three great continental rationalists-
Descartes, Spinoza, and Leibniz-differed on whether everything depended upon
two substances, one substance, or many substances of the same kind. Materialists
argue that the world is fundamentally matter, while idealists argue that everything
is fundamentally constructed out of mind. So, what we take to be the basic on-
tological entities determines the status of the other types of entities or whether
certain types exist at all.

As I mentioned at the beginning of this section, one of the major issues that
concerns philosophers of the analytic approach is a fear of overpopulation: We end
up with more in our philosophy than that which actually exists in heaven and
earth. The task of depopulation and the attempt to trim our picture of the world
down to just the right size is more difficult than the ease with which we just
populated it. As American philosopher W. V. Quine puts the point, the shaving
of Plato's beard has proven tough and has frequently dulled the edge of Occam's
Razor. 10Occam's principle (known as "Occam's Razor"), "Do not multiply entities
beyond necessity," tells us to postulate entities only to the extent that we are forced
to do so in the course of explanation. Historically, Occam's Razor has always been
a logical tool against ontological excess, but as Quine suggests, the shaving still
proves to be a tough job.

As far as the difficulty of overpopulation is concerned, natural languages,
such as English, are often the prime suspects mainly because they allow us to play
fast and loose with vocabulary and construction, while at the same time they seem
to commit us to the existence of whatever emerges in discourse. For example, we
say that we do things for the sake of honor or love. But do sakes exist in addition to
individual acts of honor and love? We speak of them in ordinary language, but
perhaps this is just a "manner of speech" and nothing more. The question, how-
ever, is, "How much more of ordinary language is like this?"11

Where we can do with less in our ontology, to have more, according to
Occam, is superfluous. Consider, for example, how much reduction occurs if we
simply regard talk about possible worlds as logically consistent states of affairs
instead of actual realities. In this way, the possible worlds of the Creek gods,
Pegasus, Medusa, unicorns, and mermaids are simply regarded as talk about be-
ings in stories or about what people once believed to be part of the real world.

Reduction of ontology is important to those philosophers who favor theoreti-
cal economy. Others favor all manner of entities provided that they serve some
important function in theory. Just as pure mathematicians are inclined to believe
in the existence of an infinite hierarchy of sets for the benefits it yields in terms of
theoretical unity, some philosophers find the vast realms of possible worlds equally
plausible.

Now that we have discovered the task of ontology as well as the problems associ-
ated with this field, let us pursue one solution to the specific problem of determin-
ing which class of entity is basic, and proceed to depopulate our ontologically
cluttered universe. Instead of viewing the world primarily in terms of the concept
of substance, let us change the framework by regarding events as the primary
entities, and eliminate substance altogether. We can then examine the results of
this type of ontology in terms of theoretical economy and its compatibility with
modem physics.

When we ordinarily think of events, we tend to view them as happenings or
changes to individual substances. Our ordinary language certainly reinforces the
picture that events have a kind of dependent existence on particular material
things. If we say "Cary won the Boyne Mountain downhill race in record time" or
"A 747 Jumbo Jet crashed at London's Heathrow Airport yesterday," we state some
change to a substance, that Cary did this, or a Jumbo Jet did that. Individual
substances are named by the grammatical subjects of the sentences, while events
are described in terms of actions to such substances and appear in our language as
verbs and adverbs. We can always change the subjects of our sentences and use
nouns or noun phrases to talk about battles, explosions, performances, achieve-
ments, defeats, and the like, but these nouns are derived from verbs or verb
phrases. For example, "The crashing of the jet resulted in a tragic loss of life." In
this way, the very structure of our language provides us with a definite ontological
picture that consists of the primary things, the individual substances, and the
changes that occur to such substances over time. This is all fine and well taken at
face value. But it appears that we may have put the cart before the horse by placing
such faith in our ordinary language to do the work of ontological construction.

If we begin with our experience of the world, instead of the way we talk about
the world, we first of all discover that we never actually experience substances.
When I look about my desk, I perceive properties in various spatial relations-
mainly colors, shapes, sizes, and shades of light and dark-but I never experience
substance as that which upholds the properties. 12What, then, is substance other
than a nonempirical supposition I use to construct my world? Even if I now appeal
to physics and chemistry to tell me the substance of objects, I am given explana-
tions that involve refinements of properties down to the levels of molecules,
atoms, and subatomic particles, but still the substances refuse to reveal them-
selves. What I do experience is transitions in time that involve changes of proper-
ties. In each moment of experience, I am aware of the passage of nature.

Instead of taking individual substances as the basic class of entity (which we
never experience in the first place), let us focus attention on the temporal transi-
tions that I now call events. 13 Within the duration of any experience, I discrimi-
nate constituent events. My typing this sentence contains my typing individual
words, and my typing the individual words contains my typing the individual



letters. Events therefore extend over one another in a four-dimensional array of
whole-part relations, each having a definite volume and duration. Admittedly, we
do not experience the most basic events as minimal occurrences. We must there-
fore postulate atomic events to prevent an infinite regress in nature. However, our
experience does include transitions in time that make up various layers of events in
nature.

Events happen only once; they are nonrepeatable particulars of space-time.
Within these events, I also experience properties that give the events a definite
structure. The properties are indeed repeatable. I notice, for example, how the
color of the apple before me is the same as that of another apple I ate yesterday, or
how the color of this apple continues to characterize it from yesterday to today.
But now I have to admit that the apple itself is nothing more than a series of
events, although compared with what I ordinarily call events, the apple's h!story is
a series of events that is rather monotonous. That is, the apple before me ISnoth-
ing more than the particular way that the events of this region of space-time con-
tinue to carry the pattern of properties that I call "the apple." Ordinary objects of
perception seem to survive across time as stable substances, but it is only the
repeatable patterns of properties that survive over a specific period of time, and the
pattern is subject to change given a sufficient period.

From this point of view, the appearance of stability in objects is relative to the
period of time under consideration. So, for example, the sequence of events that
characterize the apple across time has a relatively short life span compared with
the sequence of events that form the history of my body. My body has an ex-
tremely short life span compared with the history of planet Earth. From the point
of view of astronomical time, the massive sequence of events that form a planet or
a galaxy are relatively short-lived compared with the history of the universe. The
point here is one that was clearly recognized by the ancient Greek Heraclitus-
namely, everything changes. Apparent stability is simply a slower rate of change in
an object where there is more similarity in the succession of events.

The results of an ontology of events involve us in a complete transformation
of common sense. IiThe usual dependence of events upon particular substances is
now reversed so that events become the basic entities on which we perceive the
continuity of objects. Objects are now construed in terms of patterns of properties
across time; so the very concept of substance as a self-same basis for the properties
is superfluous. Substance is eliminated from our ontology. It no doubt continues
to be indispensable for our ordinary ways of getting on in the world. For example,
it is necessary for our habits of speech and for the marketplace, but metaphysically
it appears to have outlived its usefulness.

From the perspective of theoretical economy, then, the theory of events has
streamlined the ontological clutter of the foregoing categorization, because we no
longer need substances for each and every type of entity in the world. The two
basic types of entities-events and pro{1erties-..:provide a consistent framework for
understanding objects as sequences of events structured by repeatable patterns of
characters.

But what is it that we are committed to when we claim that events, and not
substances, are the basic units of reality? One of the central issues at stake concerns
what is to count as basic particulars, the most fundamental things that populate or
make up the structure of space and time. In accepting the notion that events are
the basic particulars, we are committed to the idea that dynamic happenings x:nake
up the fundamental reality of the world, and these basic entities form the b~sls for
the stable structures discerned in our perceptual experience. The second Impor-
tant issue at stake concerns the notion of identity across time. With an ontology of
substances individuals allegedly retain their identity despite undergoing nu-
merous changes of properties. Something, namely the substance, remai~s the
same throughout change. With an ontology of events, however, the partIculars
have a momentary existence, and the identity of objects across time is construed as
a matter of retention of certain properties in a sequence of events constituting the
object. No object is entirely the same, because at each moment we have new
events that make up the continuity of that object.

Strange as it may seem from the point of view of common sense, an.ontol~gy
of events has definite advantages from the point of view of modern phYSICS.WIth
the introduction of quantum theory at the beginning of this century, the atomic
theory of matter seemed to be challenged by a certain insubstantial and un-
thinglike behavior of elementary particles. According to quantum theory, energy
of all types occurs in quanta or minimal packets, and atoms are to be understood
in terms of waves of radiation that they can emit or absorb. On this view, then, we
no longer have a simple, billiard-ball view of matter as our fundame~tal concep-
tion of nature, but rather energetic vibrations in. an electromagnetIc field. An
ontology of events appears to be more consistent with the findings of this theory in
at least two respects: (1) energy quanta fit snugly into the framework of events
because particles are now understood in terms of dynamic occurrences of energy
that do not remain identical throughout their changes, and (2) the quantum con-
ception of the universe does not contain the old distinction between things and
empty space, that is, atoms and the void. It rather proposes the notion that the
field is fundamental and that particles are simply particular regions in the field that
undergo all sorts of energy transformations. Thus, particles are no longer seen as
having hard boundaries distinct from the surrounding space; rather, they have a
wavelike presence in an ill-defined locality.

Also from the point of view of the theory of relativity, space and time become
fused into space-time, and objects take on a strange character of four dimensions.
Objects are not regarded as simply located in definite spatial regions at different
times but rather exist as complex structures of space-time that form what we might
call "space-time worms." The ontology of basic events takes this idea of the con-
junction of space and time seriously because each event is essentially a fusion of
space and time, and the resulting structure of space-time depends on the manner
in which particular events are interrelated in nature. This means that we no longer
regard space as a kind of container of things; rather, space-time is a four-dimen-
sional character of events.



The detailed elaboration of the complexities of quantum physics and the
theory of relativity obviously cannot be pursued in this introductory exposition ..
Suffice it to say that the ontology of events is a serious contender for the founda-
tions of modern physics; however, it is by no means uncontroversial or un-
problematic.

The case against metaphysics gains force from time to time. Historically, this
usually happens as a result of a turn in philosophical fashion when intense analysis
and adherence to method attempt to prune back the somewhat grandiose specula-
tions of metaphysics. The British empiricists John Locke and David Hume, for
example, reacted against the excessive metaphysical claims of the continental ra-
tionalists Descartes, Spinoza, and Leibniz by concentrating on the epistemologi-
cal question "What are we capable of knowing?" Indeed, for Locke and Hume it
seemed that the attempt to construct first principles a priori was a fundamental
source of the trouble in our lack of progress in answering philosophical questions.
In the twentieth century, the attacks against metaphysics have been renewed with
increased vigor and have come from many different schools of thought: logical
positivism, linguistic analysis, pragmatism, phenomenology, and deconstruction.
I shall briefly discuss criticisms from logical positivism and from pragmatism, and
then respond in defense of metaphysics in the conclusion of this chapter.

Logical positivists argue that there are two classes of statements that are mean-
ingful. The first class is that of empirical statements, such as "There is a coffee cup
in front ofme," "Mt. Everest is the highest mountain in the world," or "Earth is
the third planet from the sun." Such statements are shown to be true by observa-
tion. When we deny them, we utter false statements about the way the world is.
The second class is that oflogically necessary statements. They can be shown to be
true by definition. For example, "All bachelors are unmarried" or "All bodies are
extended." Such statements are tautologies; their truth is merely formal and ab-
stract. When we deny these statements, we utter contradictions, that is, necessarily
false statements.

According to this classification of meaningfulness, metaphysical utterances
such as "God is the creator of the universe," "Events are the basic units ofreality,"
or "Possible worlds exist" fail to be meaningful because they are neither empiri-
cally verifiable nor logically true. No experience would prove or disprove these
claims, nor are they true by definition. Metaphysical utterances are, therefore,
neither true nor false. They assert nothing, and contain neither knowledge nor
error.

Positivists thus argue that metaphysics is a type of misplaced poetry that ex-
presses emotion about the world, but when taken literally, it fails to be meaning-
ful. 15 Furthermore, the metaphysician seems to be engaged in a type of propa-
ganda for a given view of the universe, and like all forms of propaganda, the

enterprise involves the exaggerated importance of one type of conceptual scheme.
The real issue, however, is not the defense of one type of conceptual scheme over
another but, rather, the type of verification we can get for statements. Positivists
contend that once we recognize that metaphysical statements cannot, even in
principle, be verified, we can dismiss the whole field of inquiry.

Pragmatists hold that the metaphysician attempts to view the universe from
God's point of view. However, because this is quite impossible for finite beings,
our persistent attempts suffer from a kind of megalomania. For a pragmatist, then,
we must give up the attempt to discover absolute truth in metaphysical founda-
tions and be content with a concept of truth in terms of usefulness. 16 Truth, ac-
cording to this view, is good enough when it delivers results and cashes out in
practical consequences. In no sense, though, do we justify the beliefs we have by
appeal to the absolute certainty of a metaphysical principle. Pragmatists, therefore,
discard the attempts of systems-building or the attempts to answer the more pro-
found questions of philosophy because the answers make no practical difference to
our lives. They indict metaphysics for sterility and argue that philosophers should
concentrate their efforts on questions and problems that are more fruitful.

Everything in metaphysics is controversial. The fact that an issue is controversial
or a problem extremely difficult to solve, however, should not force us to see it as
"meaningless" or "sterile," for the value of philosophy in many cases lies in the
uncertainty of the solutions offered and the neverending task of criticism and revi-
sion. This is what confronts us in much oflife's bigger problems anyway, whether
we are talking of science, politics, morality, or religion.

One objection to positivism is well known. It involves turning the positivists'
procedure on themselves. The very principle of verification that states "A sentence
has literal meaning if and only if the proposition it expresses is either analytic or
empirically verifiable"'7 is itself an unverifiable proposition. That is, the verifica-
tion principle is neither true by definition nor true by observation. So, it seems
that the positivist must be doing metaphysics in the course of demonstrating its
meaninglessness, for the verification principle, like metaphysical principles, is
theoretical and unverifiable even in principle.

But let us take the positivists' recommendation seriously for the moment and
see where it leads. If we are to stick to what is observable, we seem to be restricted
to saying things about the present, and the present only. Notice, for example, that
we cannot make claims about history because we cannot observe the past. Even if
we confine ourselves to the present, our interpretation of experience and our judg-
ments about the world invariably involve us in the use of a language that is fully
stocked with metaphysical concepts such as "change," "cause," "substance,"
"property," "event," "identity," and "individual." Our ordinary language and the
logical form of statements already contain a metaphysics dating back all the way to



the ancient Greeks-if not before. This involves critical reflection on metaphysics
from the very start.

Furthermore, it is extremely difficult to understand what would become of
science if we accepted the positivists' recommendation. It seems unlikely that we
can have any science at all without the essentially unverifiable theories by which
we understand the meaning of 6xperimental results. Much of scientific theory
involves metaphysical principles that are fundamental to such concepts as "mat-
ter," "space," "time," and "motion." Moreover, physical laws like Newton's laws of
gravity and motion or the laws of quantum mechanics are more than just summa-
ries of observations-they are meant to apply to the unobserved events of the
future, which is the whole point of scientific prediction. No law is ever proved
ultimately because we can never observe if it continues to· hold in the future.
Much of science, and the hypotheses that guide the direction of scientific inquiry,
would be thrown out with metaphysics. So, it seems that the positivist has thrown
the baby out with the bathwater. The two classes of statements necessarily exclude
or eliminate metaphysical claims from meaningful discourse, but the positivists
assume too quickly that the classification is complete and final. Both metaphysics
and science seek theories that will promise deeper penetration into nature's secrets.
Metaphysics is distinguished from science in the sense that it attempts to be a more
comprehensive study of reality.

Now, as to the objections of the pragmatist, we might first ask just exactly
what is meant by the concept of truth as useful. If an idea "works," then presuma-
bly there is some sense in which the idea grasps reality or an aspect thereof. Let us
take a simple example from astronomy, Kepler's proposal that the planets mark
their orbits around the sun in ellipses. This idea works better than Copemicus's
idea that the planets travel in perfect circles. But why? The pragmatist would reply
that Kepler's idea makes a practical difference in our attempts to calculate and
predict the motions of the planets, so it is to be preferred to Copernicus's idea. But
the metaphysician believes truth is more than just what is useful or practical-in
this case, that Kepler's idea "works" because it is more accurate in its grasp of the
structure of reality. Besides this, there are many intellectual pursuits that have no
immediate practical use, but only come to be useful in a later time. Much of the
research in pure mathematics or theoretical physics, I take it, falls roughly under
this category, as well as the type of metaphysical issues I am presently defending.

The metaphysician seeks the ultimate truth of reality, yet the pragmatist con-
tends that this is a hopeless struggle. But seeking the truth and claiming to know
the truth are two entirely different things. On this score we must make concessions
to the pragmatist, for human systems are never complete and final. This accounts
for the on-going endeavor of criticism and revision in philosophy. Metaphysics is
certainly no exception here, but neither is any other aspect of human inquiry. It
very well may be that we never get there-that is, at the end of our search-but
this does not mean that the journey is worthless. On this point, perhaps American
philosopher George Santayana put it best when he said at the outset of his monu-
mental Realms of Being: "Here is one more system of philosophy. If the reader is
tempted to smile, I can assure him that I smile with him .... "18

Metaphysics is presupposed in much of our thinking about ourselves and our
world. The question is not whether we are to do it at all, but whether we are to do
it well and in full conscience of its place in the wider context of philosophy. 19
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1. How are the investigations of the metaphysician different from those of the scien-
tist? How are they similar?

2. Examine each of the following statements, and explain how the statement does or
does not commit us to the existence of the entities introduced in the subject of the sentence.

a. A married bachelor lives next door.
b. The present king of France is bald.
c. Quadruplicity eats purple.
d. Unicorns are horses with horns.
e. Quarks and leptons are the fundamental atomic particles.
f. The average man has 2.5 cats.

3. What is a possible world? What are the minimal restrictions for defining a possi-
ble world? What kind of ontological status does a possible world have?

4. Explain how the following passage involves a metaphysical problem discussed in
this chapter:

"All right," said the Cat; and this time it vanished quite slowly, beginning with the
end of the tail, and ending with the grin, which remained some time after the rest of it
had gone.

"Well! I've often seen a cat without a grin," thought Alice; "but a grin without a
cat! It's the most curious thing I ever saw in all my life!" -Lewis Carroll,
Alice's Adventures in Wonderland

5. Identify and explain the different ways the concept of "substance" is used in this

6. Aristotle gives several characterizations of substance. In one of these characteriza-
tions, he says that substance is what is capable of independent existence. Qualities are
incapable of independent existence, whereas substances can exist independently. Explain
what is wrong with this characterization. Consider what sort of things would count
as independently existing individuals from the following list: human beings, trees, cars,
houses, planets, solar systems, galaxies, clouds, rainbows, rivers, rocks, rays of light, mole-
cules, atoms, electrons.

7. It is sometimes argued that an ontology of events cannot account for identifica-
tion and re-identification of individual things over time, but an ontology of individual
substances can serve this important function of language. If events are basic particulars and
exist only momentarily, how could we re-identify an object like a cat as the same one
encountered earlier? What is the cat in this theory?

8. If mind and body are construed as completely different substances, we find that
their interaction is difficult, if not impossible, to explain. But if we begin with an ontology
of events, we only have one kind of entity, namely, events or event-sequences. How would
we explain consciousness on this account? Does this give us a more adequate basis for
solving the mind-body problem, or does it simply raise new problems?

9. Which of the following statements would the positivist consider meaningful?
a. Grass is green.
b. Pericles was an Athenian general who lived from 495-429 B.C.
c. All sisters are females.
d. The universe is one substance.
e. Light is composed of electromagnetic waves.

10. Do you find that the defense of metaphysics in this chapter is successful against
the antimetaphysicians? Why, or why not? •
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