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 Introduction   
    Tuomas E.   Tahko     

   One might raise the question whether the science of being  qua  being     is 
to be regarded as universal or not. Each of the mathematical sciences 
deals with some one determinate class of things, but universal math-
ematics     applies alike to all. Now if natural substances     are the fi rst of 
existing things, natural science must be the fi rst of sciences; but if there 
is another entity and substance, separable and unmovable, the science of 
it must be diff erent and prior to natural science, and universal because 
it is prior . 

    (Aristotle  ,  Metaphysics  1064b6–13)  

  Th e expression ‘Aristotelian   metaphysics’ suggests a commitment to the 
view that there is a study that is diff erent and prior to natural science. 
Metaphysics is ‘fi rst philosophy’, the core and beginning of any and all 
philosophical and rational inquiry into the world. Th e task of metaphys-
ics is not to serve science or to clear conceptual muddles, but to study 
being   and the fundamental   structure of reality at the most general level. 
Th is view competes with recent defl ationary conception about the meth-
ods and aims of metaphysics. One approach that has a strong foothold in 
this fi eld could be called ‘Quinean  ’. According to a Quinean, ‘naturalized’ 
conception, metaphysics is continuous with science in its methods and 
aims. Questions about the nature of reality are to be answered by applica-
tion of ‘regimented theory’. Philosophers such as the contributors to this 
volume, who in various respects may be described as ‘neo-Aristotelian  ’, 
continue to regard metaphysics as an inquiry distinct from natural science. 
Th ey deploy what they regard as distinctly philosophical, often a priori, 
methods to discuss metaphysical concepts like essence, substance, depend-
ence, potential, ground  , and other categories of being and relations among 
beings described by language that is not purely extensional. We may also 
contrast Aristotelian   metaphysics with Kantian   metaphysics: categories are 
central to both, but in Aristotelian metaphysics they are categories of being 
whereas in Kantian   metaphysics they are categories of understanding. 
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t uom a s e .  ta hko2

 Th ere has recently arisen a discussion of ‘metametaphysics  ’, a discus-
sion of the methods and foundations of metaphysical inquiry. Th e best 
example is the anthology edited by Chalmers  , Manley, and Wasserman 
( 2009 ), but James Ladyman and Don Ross   ( 2007 ) as well as Timothy 
Williamson   ( 2007 ) have also made infl uential contributions to the topic. 
One important theme in this recent literature, highlighted especially in 
Ladyman and Ross   ( 2007 ), is the relationship between science and meta-
physics. Th ere is a growing concern that metaphysics fails to take into 
account recent developments in science or does so in a misguided man-
ner. Understandably, this is something that philosophers sympathetic to 
the Quinean   conception of metaphysics will fi nd alarming. I think that 
Aristotelian   metaphysicians should also be concerned, but the underlying 
assumption that is sometimes found in this approach is equally troubling, 
namely, that metaphysics needs to be naturalized, and that metaphysical 
inquiry is secondary to empirical inquiry. One eff ect of some contribu-
tions to this volume is to question that assumption and to suggest an 
alternative methodology   inspired by Aristotle  . Only some of the contri-
butions deal with methodological matters explicitly, but the volume as a 
whole exemplifi es the work of philosophers whose approach to metaphys-
ics is broadly Aristotelian  . 

 Th e chapters have been organized in a loosely thematic manner, begin-
ning with a general methodological discussion preceding more specifi c 
topics.  Chapters 1  to  3  serve to contrast how the methodological approach 
endorsed by many contributors to this volume diff ers from a Quinean   
or defl ationary understanding of metaphysics. Topics that are relevant 
here include the theory of quantifi cation, ontological commitment, and 
the relationship between metaphysics and science.  Chapter 4  examines 
some applications emerging from the theories of quantifi cation and iden-
tity, after which follow fi ve chapters dealing with questions deriving 
from the important topic of ontological categories. Th ese are discussed 
both in general and in terms of specifi c accounts of categories.  Chapters 
10  and  11  discuss the notions of potential and life, both of which were 
extremely important for Aristotle, and the remaining three chapters con-
cern essence, powers, and substance, respectively. In what follows, I pro-
vide a brief summary of each chapter. 

 Kit Fine  ’s chapter ‘What is metaphysics?’ attempts to characterize the 
discipline of metaphysics. He suggests that fi ve key elements distinguish 
traditional metaphysics from other disciplines: the aprioricity of its meth-
ods; the generality of its subject-matter; the transparency or ‘non-opacity’ 
of its concepts; its eidicity   or concern with the nature of things; and its 
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Introduction 3

role as a foundation for how things are. Fine   examines each of these ele-
ments and their role in metaphysics as well as how they come together in 
metaphysical inquiry. 

 Th e present writer’s ‘In defence of Aristotelian metaphysics  ’ is also con-
cerned with the methodology of metaphysics and specifi cally with how 
‘Aristotelian metaphysics’ diff ers from ‘Quinean   metaphysics’. I discuss 
two challenges to Aristotelian   metaphysics: one which suggests that its 
methods are esoteric and inaccessible, and one which calls for naturalized 
metaphysics. Th e fi rst is due to Th omas Hofweber   and concerns espe-
cially the interpretation of the existential quantifi er; the second is familiar 
from the work of James Ladyman and Don Ross. I argue that both of 
these challenges can be met. Th is can be done by giving up the Quinean 
understanding of ontological commitment   and by explicating the rela-
tionship between science and metaphysics. Finally, a methodological 
account which addresses the two challenges is sketched. 

 Tim Crane   continues the topic of existence and quantifi cation in his 
chapter ‘Existence and quantifi cation reconsidered’. Crane   is dissatisfi ed 
with the usual way of understanding the connection between the notion 
of existence, the natural language quantifi ers, and the logical formali-
zation of these things. He contrasts two approaches to formalization, a 
‘descriptive’ and a ‘revisionary’ approach. Th e fi rst takes formalization 
to be concerned with the actual workings of natural language, whereas 
the second is the approach familiar from Quine  ; it is not concerned with 
the actual semantics of the way we speak, but rather with creating a pre-
cise language for scientifi c purposes. Crane   is interested in the descriptive 
approach and specifi cally the problems that emerge with regard to the 
representation of the non-existent: how do we make sense of claims and 
thoughts about things which do not exist? Th e solution, Crane   suggests, 
requires us to change our conception of a domain of quantifi cation: it 
should be thought of as a universe of discourse considered as a collection 
of objects of thought. However, he argues that this gives us no reason to 
change the standard way of understanding the semantics of quantifi ers. 

 Eric T. Olson  ’s ‘Identity, quantifi cation, and number’ deals with quan-
tifi cation   from a slightly diff erent point of view. Olson   considers a group 
of principles, which he calls the quantifi cation principle, the identity 
principles and the uncountability thesis. Th e fi rst can be expressed as fol-
lows: ‘Something is  F  if and only if at least one thing is  F .’ Th e identity 
principles state that for this and that to be identical is for them to be one, 
and that for them to be distinct or non-identical is for them to be two. 
Finally, according to the uncountability thesis there are things that we 
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cannot even begin to count – things to which the concept of number does 
not apply. Olson   explains that the uncountability thesis is not compatible 
with the other principles and defends the others against the objections of 
those who advocate the uncountability thesis. He considers a number of 
examples, such as ‘gunk  ’, and through them attempts to clarify what it 
would mean if the uncountability thesis were true or false. 

 Gary Rosenkrantz   opens a series of chapters on the important topic of 
categories   with his ‘Ontological categories’. As Rosenkrantz   points out, 
an ‘ontological category’ is a much narrower notion than ‘category’ in 
general. Th e fi rst refers to categories of being   as identifi ed by Aristotle  . 
Typical examples include  substance ,  event ,  time ,  place ,  absence ,  boundary , 
 property ,  relation ,  proposition ,  set , and  number . Rather than discussing any 
of the numerous taxonomies that have been suggested in the literature or 
focusing on the details of any specifi c category, Rosenkrantz   pursues the 
logically necessary conditions that a predicate must adhere to if it is prop-
erly to express an ontological category. He identifi es ten such necessary 
conditions that together off er an illuminating analysis of an ontological 
category in terms of logical, modal, semantic, and epistemic notions. 

 Alexander Bird  ’s chapter ‘Are any kinds ontologically fundamental?’ 
examines the ontological basis of kinds and categories  , and specifi cally 
whether the category of kinds is a fundamental   category of being  . Bird   
examines E. J. Lowe  ’s four-category ontology in this regard. For Lowe  , 
the category of kinds is one of the four fundamental   categories, but Bird   
argues that, in addition to particulars, all we need is universals  : kinds 
are not ontologically fundamental  . Bird  ’s case is based on an analysis of 
the laws of nature   in Lowe  ’s ontology, which may appear to require the 
existence of kinds. Lowe   claims an advantage over David Armstrong  ’s 
account of the laws of nature, but Bird   is not convinced: Lowe  ’s account 
of laws does not avoid the problems that Armstong’s account faces and 
hence does not constitute a reason to adopt the category of natural kinds  . 
Bird   concludes that although Lowe  ’s four-category ontology is appealing, 
it can do without the category of natural kinds. 

 John Heil   is also interested in the fundamentality   of ontological cate-
gories  . In his ‘Are four categories two too many?’ Heil   investigates Lowe  ’s 
four-category ontology, according to which there are four fundamental   
ontological categories  , and suggests that there may be a reading of Lowe  ’s 
work according to which two of those four categories can be abandoned. 
Heil   is especially suspicious of universals  , but less so about modes   (or 
tropes  ) and substances  . He considers a number of ways to understand 
what universals are, but is ultimately dissatisfi ed. However, Heil   fi nds 
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Introduction 5

reasons to think that Lowe  ’s account bears some similarity to that of D. 
C. Williams  , who is best known as a proponent of one-category trope   
ontology. According to Heil  , this is not quite correct, for Williams   does 
have an account of universals comparable to John Locke  ’s. If Heil   is cor-
rect in his suggestion that Lowe  ’s account of universals can be regarded 
as a Williams  -type trope  -kind theory, the upshot is that universals and 
kinds would not constitute fundamental   ontological categories  , and we 
would be back to two-category ontology. 

 Peter Simons   moves in the other direction with his ‘Four categories – 
and more’, arguing that the four categories familiar from Lowe  ’s work 
may not be enough. Simons   begins with a brief historical study of dis-
putes concerning categories and clarifi es that he is interested in  ontic  
categories   in Aristotle  ’s sense rather than Kantian   categories. A detailed 
study of the grounds for making categorial distinctions follows. We learn 
that from the Aristotelian point of view there are eighty-one categories of 
object emerging from Kant  ’s scheme, and that Kant  ’s twelve categories do 
not concern kinds of object but the factors that are used to diff erentiate 
categories. Simons   goes on to examine what kind of ‘factor families’ may 
be legitimately used to make categorial distinctions and concludes with 
some methodological remarks about the study of ontology. 

 Joshua Hoff man  ’s chapter ‘Neo-Aristotelianism and substance’ wraps 
up the discussion of ontological categories  . As the title suggests, Hoff man  ’s 
primary interest is the category of substance  , and he provides a systematic 
case study of this particular category of being  . Hoff man   begins with an 
analysis of Aristotle  ’s two accounts of individual substance and goes on to 
list three necessary conditions for a neo-Aristotelian   theory of substance. 
Next, he examines three contemporary accounts of substance that could 
be called neo-Aristotelian; these are familiar from the work of Roderick 
Chisholm  , Lowe  , and Hoff man   and Rosenkrantz  . Th e upshot is that all 
three of these accounts satisfy the three necessary conditions for a neo-
Aristotelian theory of substance, even though each account diff ers with 
regard to certain inessential conditions. 

 Louis M. Guenin  ’s ‘Developmental potential’ harkens to Aristotle   
as it tackles the elucidation of an organism’s potential to develop into 
an individual of its kind. Guenin   introduces developmental potential 
as a probabilistic disposition consisting in a  capacity to develop a capac-
ity . Construing ‘dispositional’ as a type of predicate for purposes of the 
construction, he shows how one may individuate an organism’s situation-
dependent potentials and then construct a probabilistic model of mani-
festation of all the potentials. By reference to a probability distribution, 
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the set of such potentials may be said to be bounded. Th e analysis defends 
this account against a Quinean   attack on  de re  modality   and referential 
opacity of the dispositional idiom. Th e account is presented as counte-
nanceable not only within ontological views that recognize potentials, 
but also within views that regard references to potentials as grammatical 
devices for describing regularities in events. Th e analysis ends by posing 
the question whether developmental potential is irreducibly probabilistic. 

 Storrs McCall   also deals with biology in his chapter ‘Th e origin of 
life and the defi nition of life’. Aristotle   had a clear idea about the origin 
of life, according to which it emerged in a piecemeal fashion proceed-
ing from lifeless nature to animal life in such a way that the boundary 
between the two remains vague. Modern biology and especially the dis-
covery of DNA may seem to go against this view. McCall   takes this as a 
starting point, but argues that although the conditions imposed by DNA 
may be necessary for the development   of an organism, they may not be 
suffi  cient. He speculates that there may be a diff erent kind of information 
that is not DNA-based and which plays a role in this process, in which 
case a defi nition of life strictly in terms of the genetic code would not be 
correct. With the help of examples, McCall   proposes a combination of 
digital genetic information and analog pattern information in the regen-
eration and development   of organisms, concluding that digital genetic 
information on its own, although necessary, is not suffi  cient to defi ne life 
without an analog component in the form of pattern control. 

 Kathrin Koslicki  ’s chapter ‘Essence, necessity, and explanation’ dis-
cusses Aristotelian   essentialism. Koslicki   examines the view according 
to which essence   does not reduce to modality   but rather the other way 
around. Th is, she suggests, is how Aristotle   views essence, although now-
adays the view is perhaps more familiar from the work of Fine   and Lowe  . 
Koslicki   compares the views of Aristotle and Fine   on essence and espe-
cially the distinction between what is part of the essence of an object and 
what merely follows from it. She suggests that we should follow Aristotle 
in tracing the explanatory power of defi nitions to the causal powers of 
essences, as this may help to explain how the necessary features of an 
object are related to its essential features. 

 David S. Oderberg  ’s ‘No Potency without Actuality: Th e case of graph 
theory’ concerns dispositional essentialism  . A good example of a dispo-
sitional property is solubility; in Oderberg  ’s words: ‘any solid, liquid or 
gas that has the disposition of solubility in a liquid L will, when inserted 
into L, dissolve to form a homogeneous solution with L’. Dispositions 
are a hotly debated topic in contemporary metaphysics and Oderberg   is 
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Introduction 7

interested in Alexander Bird  ’s infl uential account of them, according to 
which all properties have dispositional essences. Th is view is motivated 
by the idea that the fundamental   level is that of properties with ‘non-
redundant causal powers  ’, a world of pure powers  . Th ere is a well-known 
regress-circularity objection to this account, developed for instance by 
Lowe  . Bird   has replied to this objection with the help of the formalism of 
mathematical   graph theory  . Oderberg   argues that this reply does not help 
to save a world of pure powers and that the regress- circularity objection 
can be maintained. 

 E. J. Lowe   concludes the volume with his chapter ‘A neo-Aristotelian 
substance ontology: neither relational nor constituent’. Lowe   discusses 
a topic that has recently gained considerable attention in contemporary 
metaphysics, namely, the distinction between relational and constituent 
ontologies. Th e distinction is already present in Aristotle  , but the termin-
ology derives from Wolterstoff   . Here is how Michael Loux   ( 2006 : 208) 
puts it:

Th ose who endorse what Wolterstoff    calls the constituent approach tell us that 
the items from which familiar particulars derive their character are constituents 
or components of sensible things; they are something like ingredients or parts of 
those things. On what Wolterstoff    calls the relational approach, by contrast, the 
items from which familiar sensibles derive their character are not ‘immanent in’ 
those sensibles.

Now, Aristotle’s substance ontology is generally thought to be a constitu-
ent ontology, whereas for instance Plato  ’s ontology is of the relational 
kind. Accordingly, one would think that any neo-Aristotelian   substance 
ontology will be constituent as well. Lowe   however argues that, based on 
his own four-category ontology, we can have a neo-Aristotelian substance 
ontology that is not constituent. Further, Lowe   argues that the four-
 category ontology is not relational either, and hence cannot be classifi ed 
in terms of the constituent–relational distinction.     
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     ch a pter 1 

 What is metaphysics?   
    Kit   Fine    

   Th ere are, I believe, fi ve main features that serve to distinguish trad-
itional metaphysics from other forms of enquiry. Th ese are: the aprioricity 
of its methods; the generality of its subject-matter; the transparency or 
‘ non-opacity’ of its concepts; its eidicity   or concern with the nature of 
things; and its role as a foundation for what there is. In claiming that 
these are distinguishing features, I do not mean to suggest that no other 
forms of enquiry possess any of them. Rather, in metaphysics these fea-
tures come together in a single package and it is the package as a whole 
rather than any of the individual features that serves to distinguish meta-
physics from other forms of enquiry. 

 It is the aim of this chapter to give an account of these individual fea-
tures and to explain how they might come together to form a single rea-
sonably unifi ed form of enquiry. I shall begin by giving a rough and ready 
description of the various features and then go into more detail about 
what they are and how they are related. 

 Metaphysics is concerned, fi rst and foremost, with the nature of real-
ity. But it is not by any means the only subject with this concern. Physics 
deals with the nature of physical reality, epistemology with the nature of 
knowledge, and aesthetics with the nature of beauty. How then is meta-
physics to be distinguished from these other subjects?  1   

     1     Th e material of this paper was originally written in the early 2000s as the fi rst chapter of a book 
on metaphysics that is still to be completed. It should become clear that my conception of meta-
physics is broadly Aristotelian   in character though I make no real attempt to relate my views to 
historical or contemporary sources. Still, I should mention that my position is very similar to 
views on the nature of philosophy set out by George Bealer   in his paper of  1987  and developed in 
some of his subsequent work. We both believe in the ‘autonomy’ of philosophy and metaphysics 
and trace its source to the distinctive character of the concepts that they employ. Perhaps two key 
points of diff erence in our approaches is that I have preferred to work within an essentialist   rather 
than a modal framework and I have been less inclined to place much weight on general argu-
ments in defence of the a priori. I should like to thank Ruth Chang and the participants at the 
2010 Petaf conference in Geneva for many helpful comments on an earlier version of the paper.  
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What is metaphysics? 9

 It is distinguished, in part, from physics and other branches of science 
by the a priori character of its methods. Th e claims of science rest on 
observation; the claims of metaphysics do not, except perhaps inciden-
tally. Its fi ndings issue from the study rather than from the laboratory. 

 Some philosophers have thought that the distinction between the a pri-
ori and the a posteriori is not absolute but one of degree. I am not of their 
view. But philosophers of this persuasion would presumably be happy to 
take metaphysics to be relatively a priori to the same degree, and perhaps 
in much the same way, as logic or pure mathematics  . And with this quali-
fi cation in place, a large part, though not all, of what I want to say will 
still go through. 

 Metaphysics is also distinguished from other branches of philosophy, 
not by the aprioricity of its methods but by the generality of its concerns. 
Other branches of philosophy deal with this or that aspect of reality – 
with justice and well-being, for example, or with feeling and thought. 
Metaphysics, on the other hand, deals with the most general traits of real-
ity – with value, say, or mind. 

 Th e concepts of metaphysics are also distinguished by their transpar-
ency. Roughly speaking, a concept is transparent if there is no signifi cant 
gap between the concept and what it is a concept of. Th us there  is  a sig-
nifi cant gap between the concept  water    and the substance   H 2 O   of which 
it is a concept but  no  signifi cant gap between the concept  identity    and 
the identity relation   of which it is a concept. Th e thought then is that the 
concepts of metaphysics are more akin to the concept of  identity  than that 
of  water . 

 Metaphysics as so characterized might be a somewhat anemic discip-
line – there might be very little for it to do. But it has also been thought 
that metaphysics might play an important foundational role. It is not 
merely one form of enquiry among others but one that is capable of pro-
viding some kind of basis or underpinning for other forms of enquiry. In 
some sense that remains to be determined, claims from these other forms 
of enquiry have a basis in the claims of metaphysics. 

 Let us now discuss each of these features in turn.  

  1 . 1      fou ndat iona l a ims of meta ph ysics 

 Th ere are perhaps two principal ways in which metaphysics might serve 
as a foundation. One, which has received considerable attention of late, is 
as a foundation for the whole of reality. Some facts are more fundamental   
or ‘real’ than others; and metaphysics, on this conception, attempts to 
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k it f ine10

characterize the most fundamental   facts which are the ‘ground  ’ for the 
other facts or from which they somehow derive. It is important to appre-
ciate that metaphysics, on this conception, will not be interested in stat-
ing the fundamental   facts – the physical facts, say, on a physicalist view 
or the mental facts on an idealist view – but in stating that they are the 
fundamental   facts. Its concern will be in the foundational relationships 
and not in the fundamental   facts as such. 

 But important as this conception of metaphysics may be, there is, it 
seems to me, another conception that is even more central to our under-
standing of what metaphysics is and that would remain even if the other 
foundational project that is centred on the notion of ground   were to be 
abandoned. Metaphysics, on this alternative conception, serves as a foun-
dation, not for reality as such, but for the  nature  of reality. It provides us 
with the most basic account, not of things – of  how  they are – but of the 
nature of things – of  what  they are.  2   

 In order to understand this conception better, we need to get clearer 
on the  relata , on what is a foundation for what, and on the  relation , in 
what way the one relatum is a foundation for the other. As a step towards 
answering the fi rst question, let us distinguish between two diff erent 
ways in which a statement might be said to concern the nature of reality. 
It might, on the one hand, be a statement like:

  Water is H 2 O  ,   

 which describes the nature of water   but involves no reference, either 
 explicit or implicit, to the nature of water  ; or it might be a statement like:

  Water is by its nature H 2 O  ,   

 which does involve a reference, either explicit or implicit, to the nature of 
water.   Let us call a statement that is concerned with the nature of reality 
 eidictic , from the Greek word  eidos  for form; and let us call statements of 
the former sort eidictic  as to status  and those of the latter sort eidictic  as 
to content . We shall take a broad view of the latter – not only will they 
include such statements as that water is by its nature H 2 O  , but also such 
statements as that if water is H 2 O   then it is by its nature H 2 O  . As long as 
there is  some  reference to nature, the statement will count as eidictic as to 
content. 

     2     I have discussed the ground-theoretic approach to metaphysics in ‘Th e Question of Realism’ 
(Fine    2001 ) and the essentialist   approach in ‘Essence and Modality’ (Fine    1994 ). Th ere is an inter-
esting question of their relationship which I shall not discuss.  
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