
       An Introduction to Metametaphysics 

 How do we come to know metaphysical truths? How does metaphysical 

inquiry work? Are metaphysical debates substantial? These are the 

questions which characterize metametaphysics. This book, the fi rst 

systematic student introduction dedicated to metametaphysics, discusses 

the nature of metaphysics – its methodology, epistemology, ontology, 

and our access to metaphysical knowledge. It provides students with a 

fi rm grounding in the basics of metametaphysics, covering a broad range 

of topics in metaontology such as existence, quantifi cation, ontological 

commitment, and ontological realism. Contemporary views are discussed 

along with those of Quine, Carnap, and Meinong. Going beyond the 

metaontological debate, thorough treatment is given to novel topics 

in metametaphysics, including grounding, ontological dependence, 

fundamentality, modal epistemology, intuitions, thought experiments, 

and the relationship between metaphysics and science. The book will 

be an essential resource for those studying advanced metaphysics, 

philosophical methodology, metametaphysics, epistemology, and the 

philosophy of science. 

 TUOMAS E. TAHKO is a University Lecturer in Theoretical Philosophy and a 

Finnish Academy Research Fellow at the University of Helsinki. He is the 

editor of  Contemporary Aristotelian Metaphysics  (Cambridge, 2012) and the 

author of numerous articles in journals, including  Mind, The Philosophical 

Quarterly, Erkenntnis , and  Thought .   

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-07729-4 - An Introduction to Metametaphysics
Tuomas E. Tahko
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107077294
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-07729-4 - An Introduction to Metametaphysics
Tuomas E. Tahko
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107077294
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


   An Introduction to Metametaphysics 

 TUOMAS E.  TAHKO 
 University of Helsinki        

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-07729-4 - An Introduction to Metametaphysics
Tuomas E. Tahko
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107077294
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


  University Printing House, Cambridge  CB 2 8 BS , United Kingdom    

  Cambridge University Press is part of the University of Cambridge.    

  It furthers the University’s mission by disseminating knowledge in the pursuit of 

education, learning and research at the highest international levels of excellence.    

   www.cambridge.org   

  Information on this title:  www.cambridge.org/9781107434295     

  © Tuomas E. Tahko 2015   

 This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception 

and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements, 

no reproduction of any part may take place without the written 

permission of Cambridge University Press.  

  First published 2015    

  Printed in the United Kingdom by TJ International Ltd. Padstow Cornwall    

   A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library     

   Library of Congress Cataloguing in Publication data  

 Tahko, Tuomas E., 1982– 

 An introduction to metametaphysics / Tuomas E. Tahko, University of Helsinki. 

  pages cm 

 Includes bibliographical references and index. 

 ISBN 978-1-107-07729-4 (hbk) – ISBN 978-1-107-43429-5 (pbk) 

 1. Metaphysics. 2. Ontology. 3. Knowledge, Theory of.  

4. Science–Philosophy. I. Title. 

 BD111.T28 2015 

 110–dc23   2015022580      

  ISBN 978-1-107-07729-4 Hardback  

  ISBN 978-1-107-43429-5 Paperback   

 Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy of 

 URL s for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this publication, 

and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will remain, 

accurate or appropriate.   

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-07729-4 - An Introduction to Metametaphysics
Tuomas E. Tahko
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107077294
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


v

   Contents    

  Preface   page   ix  

  1     Why should you care about metametaphysics?     1 
  1.1     Metametaphysics or metaontology?     3  
  1.2     How to read this book     6  
  1.3     Chapter outlines     7  
  1.4     Further reading     11   

  2     Quine vs. Carnap: on what there is and what there isn’t     13 
  2.1     On what there is     15  
  2.2     Plato’s beard     18  
  2.3     Enter Meinong     20  
  2.4     External and internal questions     27  
  2.5     Language pluralism     35   

  3     Quantifi cation and ontological commitment     39 
  3.1     The meaning of the existential quantifi er     41  
  3.2     The existential quantifi er and ontological 

commitment     45  
  3.3     Quantifi er variance and verbal debates     49  
  3.4     Beyond existence questions     57   

  4     Identifying the alternatives: ontological realism, 
defl ationism, and conventionalism     64 
  4.1     Ontological realism and anti-realism     65  
  4.2     Ontological defl ationism     71  
  4.3     Towards extreme conventionalism     76  
  4.4     A case study: Sider’s ontological realism     83  
  4.5     Taking stock     90   

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-07729-4 - An Introduction to Metametaphysics
Tuomas E. Tahko
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107077294
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Contentsvi 

  5     Grounding and ontological dependence     93 
  5.1     Ontological dependence: a fi ne-grained notion     94  
  5.2     Identity-dependence and essential dependence     98  
  5.3     Is grounding ontological dependence?     104  
  5.4     Formal features of ground     106  
  5.5     Grounding, causation, reduction, and modality     112  
  5.6     Grounding and truthmaking     116   

  6     Fundamentality and levels of reality     120 
  6.1     The ‘levels’ metaphor     124  
  6.2     Mereological fundamentality     127  
  6.3     Further specifi cations: well-foundedness 

and dependence     133  
  6.4     Generic ontological fundamentality     136  
  6.5     Fundamentality and physics     141   

  7     The epistemology of metaphysics:  a priori  or  a posteriori ?     151 
  7.1      A priori  vs.  a posteriori      152  
  7.2     Modal rationalism and  a priori  methods     155  
  7.3     The epistemology of essence     163  
  7.4     Modal empiricism and the status of armchair methods     167  
  7.5     Combining  a priori  and  a posteriori  methods     172   

  8     Intuitions and thought experiments in metaphysics     177 
  8.1     Specifying ‘intuition’     179  
  8.2     Intuitions and experimental philosophy     185  
  8.3     Experience-based intuitions     188  
  8.4     Rational intuition     190  
  8.5     Scientifi c thought experiments     194  
  8.6     Philosophical thought experiments     197   

  9     Demarcating metaphysics and science: can metaphysics 
be naturalized?     203 
  9.1     Autonomous metaphysics     206  
  9.2     Fully naturalistic metaphysics     211  

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-07729-4 - An Introduction to Metametaphysics
Tuomas E. Tahko
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107077294
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Contents vii

  9.3     The Principle of Naturalistic Closure 
and the Primacy of Physics     217  

  9.4     Methodological similarities     225  
  9.5     Moderately naturalistic metaphysics     231   

  Glossary     236  
  Bibliography     243  
  Index     255   

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-07729-4 - An Introduction to Metametaphysics
Tuomas E. Tahko
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107077294
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-07729-4 - An Introduction to Metametaphysics
Tuomas E. Tahko
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107077294
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


ix

    Preface     

  Metametaphysical issues, or methodological issues pertaining to 

 metaphysics, have been central in my work for about a decade. My disser-

tation was called  The Necessity of Metaphysics  – I have always been optimistic 

about our ability to overcome the many methodological challenges that 

metaphysical inquiry faces. Although my views regarding many specifi c 

questions have changed over the years, my general attitude towards meta-

metaphysics has remained largely unchanged: I still think that realism is 

worth defending, that modal epistemology is of particular methodological 

importance in metaphysics, and that we cannot do metaphysics without 

relying on at least some  a priori  reasoning, whatever the correct account of 

the relationship between  a priori  and  a posteriori  turns out to be. 

 In recent years I have taught several courses in Helsinki on the topics of 

this book. There’s no doubt that preparing for these courses and discussing 

the material with my students has helped me to better articulate many of 

the central questions of metametaphysics. Much remains to be done before 

this young area reaches the conceptual clarity that one might desire, but 

I hope that this book goes at least some way towards this goal. 

 I would like to express my gratitude to the following people, who read 

and commented on the material of this book: Hanoch Ben-Yami, Francesco 

Berto, Matti Eklund, Guglielmo Feis, Marcello Oreste Fiocco, Joachim 

Horvath, Markku Keinänen, James Miller, Matteo Morganti, Donnchadh 

O’Conaill, Olley Pearson, Paavo Pylkkänen, and Anand Vaidya. Their val-

uable feedback saved me from many errors and omissions; any remain-

ing errors are my own. I  have discussed the material of this book with 

too many people to list here as well as presenting the papers related to 

the book at numerous seminars and conferences. I  appreciate the feed-

back received at these events. I would also like to thank Hilary Gaskin at 
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Prefacex 

Cambridge University Press for support throughout the process of  writing 

this book, as well as an anonymous reader for helpful comments. My great-

est debt, however, will always be to my mentor and PhD supervisor, the 

late E. J. Lowe. In Jonathan’s work I fi rst discovered the metametaphysical 

attitude that continues to guide my work today. Finally, most of the work 

for this book has been made possible by various grants from the Academy 

of Finland. 

 I have drawn on the following previously published and forthcoming 

material, although it has been extensively reworked for the purposes of 

this book. In addition, some material in  Chapter 9  is based on joint ongoing 

work with Matteo Morganti. I’d like to thank him for the permission to use 

that material in this book.  

    ‘ A New Defi nition of  A Priori  Knowledge: In Search of a Modal Basis ,’  Metaphysica  

 9 . 2  ( 2008 ), pp.  57 – 68 .  

  ‘  A Priori  and  A Posteriori : A Bootstrapping Relationship ,’  Metaphysica   12 . 2  ( 2011 ), 

pp.  151 – 164 .  

  ‘ In Defence of Aristotelian Metaphysics, ’ in   T. E.   Tahko   (ed.),  Contemporary 

Aristotelian Metaphysics  ( Cambridge University Press ,  2012 ), pp.  26 – 43 .  

  ‘ Counterfactuals and Modal Epistemology ,’  Grazer Philosophische Studien   86  

( 2012 ), pp.  93 – 115 .  

  ‘ Boundaries in Reality ,’  Ratio   25 . 4  ( 2012 ), pp.  405 – 424 .  

  ‘ Truth-Grounding and Transitivity ,’  Thought: A Journal of Philosophy   2 . 4  ( 2013 ), pp. 

 332 – 340 .  

  ‘ Boring Infi nite Descent ,’  Metaphilosophy   45 . 2  ( 2014 ), pp.  257 – 269 .  

  ‘ Natural Kind Essentialism Revisited ,’  Mind  124.495 (2015), pp. 795–822.  

  ‘ Ontological Dependence ,’ in   E. N.   Zalta   (ed.),  The Stanford Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy  (Spring 2015 edn); see  http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2015/

entries/dependence-ontological/  (with E. J. Lowe).  

  ‘ Empirically Informed Modal Rationalism ,’ in   R. W.   Fischer   and   F.   Leon   (eds.), 

 Modal Epistemology After Rationalism , Synthese Library ( Dordrecht :  Springer , 

forthcoming).  

  ‘ The Modal Status of Laws:  In Defence of a Hybrid View ,’  The Philosophical 

Quarterly  ( forthcoming ), doi:10.1093/pq/pqv006.  

  ‘ Minimal Truthmakers ,’  Pacifi c Philosophical Quarterly  ( forthcoming ), doi:10.1111/

papq.12064 (with Donnchadh O’Conaill.)      
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