
INTRODUCTION to METAPHYSICS 
Syllabus / Fall 2017 

 
Prof. Brandon Rickabaugh                        Text: E.J. Lowe, A Survey of Metaphysics 
Morrison 212                   Meetings: T & Th 11:00-12:15pm  Morr 107 
brandon_rickabaugh@baylor.edu                    Office Hours: Th 2:00-4:00 pm and by appt. 
 
Course Description 
Metaphysics is that branch of philosophy that contemplates the fundamental constituents and structure of 
reality. It tries to discern what those constituents are, what they are like intrinsically, and how they 'hang 
together' in one overarching reality. This might prompt the question: isn’t that what physics is about?   
The short answer is: metaphysics pays attention to, but digs deeper and thinks in more abstract terms than 
physics (!), and it also considers issues and candidate objects/principles outside the purview of physics.    
For the long answer, you’ll need to take the course. 

 
We will contemplate global questions such as these: 
• Is reality a unity, in some basic way, or is it just a collection of a whole lot of things? 
• Is mind or matter the most fundamental reality?  
• What is space? What is time? 
• What is the nature of causation, the 'glue' that binds together events through time? 
• Why is the world the way it is, and not some other way? (Why does anything exist at all?) 
 
We will also contemplate a particular aspect of reality—ourselves—and ask: 
• What kind of things are we? 
• Am I the same person as the little rug rat my parents called by my name many years ago? 
• What is it to be consciously aware, and how does consciousness relate to brain processes? 
• What is free will, and do we have it? 
 
Course Work 
Midterm Exam Thu Oct 12  (in class)                                     20% of final grade  
Essay: polished first draft Tue Nov 14 (in class) – 2 hard copies 10% of final grade 
 Note: will do peer edits – attendance mandatory 
Essay: revised final draft Tue Nov 28  5:00 pm (at Canvas) 30% of final grade   
Final Exam Tue Dec 12  2:00-4:00 pm             30% of final grade  
Prepared participation in class discussion   10% of final grade  

Up to 5 points for faithful attendance; up to 5 points for intelligent participation. 
(See attendance policy below. I will take note of irregular attendance in assigning a final grade, and I 
reserve the right to penalize you beyond the loss of the 5 attendance points.)  

 
Note on Academic Integrity 
As a student at Baylor, you are expected to adhere to the standards and policies detailed in the Honor 
Code: http://www.baylor.edu/honorcode/index.php?id=44060  

When you submit an essay with your name on it in this course, you are signifying that it is entirely 
your work, unless otherwise cited or referenced. Plagiarism includes taking an idea, or copying or closely 
paraphrasing another author's written words, without attribution—as little as a sentence or two.  
If you have any doubts concerning proper use or citation of a source, please see me, and I’ll be happy to 
explain it to you. 

Suspected violations of the Code will be handled according to University policies. Sanctions for 
academic misconduct will include a failing grade in the course and a report to the Dean of Students. 
 



Course Policies 
Grades 
The grades you receive this semester are a measure of how successfully you have demonstrated, in an 
essay or exam: 

(i) precise	knowledge	of	the	contents	of	course	readings	and	lectures,	and/or		
(ii) the	ability	clearly	and	accurately	to	communicate	such	knowledge,	and/or		
(iii) the	ability	clearly	and	persuasively	to	analyze	and	critically	engage	another	author’s	

philosophical	argument.		
Grades are not a measure of:  

(i) your	undemonstrated	knowledge	or	ability,	or		
(ii) your	effort,	or		
(iii) your	potential	as	a	student,	or		
(iv) your	worth	as	a	person.		

I will not raise your grades because you “need” a certain GPA to get into medical school or the like, even 
if I am sympathetic to your situation. Kindly refrain from futile pleas of this sort. 
 
Missed Exam/Late Assignments  
Exams cannot be made up, nor can assignments be turned in late, apart from an emergency circumstance, 
later documented. If an emergency does occur, you are expected to notify me (via email from yourself or 
a friend, if need be) as soon as is practical in the circumstances. Failure to do so promptly will disqualify 
you from taking a makeup exam or turning in a late assignment.  
In the event of a legitimate schedule conflict (such as a university-sponsored activity or conflicting exam), 
you make take an exam earlier than scheduled. However, you must notify me at least two full weeks in 
advance to arrange for an alternate day/time. 
 
Attendance 
Attendance is required. Further, you must come to class prepared to discuss the assigned material.  
You may miss two lectures without penalty. (You are advised not to use these ‘passes’ early in term 
unless necessary, and instead to reserve them in case an illness or injury or other emergency occur.) 
N.B. Students will not be exempt from the above policies because they participate in an extracurricular 
activity that involves, e.g., frequent travel. 
 
Electronic Devices 
Laptops and cellphones are not permitted in class. I realize that this policy may be different from what 
you encounter in other courses. I have this policy for several reasons. Recent studies suggest that taking 
notes by hand is more effective than taking notes on a laptop.1 Further, we will regularly engage in class 
discussion, and I expect you to participate and to grant your full attention to both your classmates and me. 
I would never text or check my email while you were talking or asking questions, and I expect you to do 
the same for your classmates and myself. 
                                                
1 http://pss.sagepub.com/content/25/6/1159 
 
Abstract: Taking notes on laptops rather than in longhand is increasingly common. Many researchers have suggested 
that laptop note taking is less effective than longhand note taking for learning. Prior studies have primarily focused 
on students’ capacity for multitasking and distraction when using laptops. The present research suggests that even 
when laptops are used solely to take notes, they may still be impairing learning because their use results in shallower 
processing. In three studies, we found that students who took notes on laptops performed worse on conceptual 
questions than students who took notes longhand. We show that whereas taking more notes can be beneficial, laptop 
note takers’ tendency to transcribe lectures verbatim rather than processing information and reframing it in their own 
words is detrimental to learning. 
 



Reading List 
 

Chapter readings are from EJ Lowe, A Survey of Metaphysics 
 
 Material Objects 
8/22 Intro   
8/24 Ch.2 Material Constitution: Identity Through Change?   
 
8/29 Ch.2 Material Constitution: Vagueness of Boundaries? 
8/31 Ch.4 Material Constitution: Coincident Objects?  
 
9/5 Ch.5 Necessity & Identity  
9/7  Ch.6 Essentialism 
 
 Properties 
9/12 Ch.9-10 Causation 
9/14 Ch.19 Properties: Nominalism 
 
9/19 Ch.20 Properties: Universals vs. Tropes 
9/21 Relational vs. Constituent Ontology (O’Connor, “Emergent Persons”) 
 
 Mind 
9/26 Arguments for Some Kind of Dualism (Chalmers, “Puzzle”; Gertler, “Knowledge Argument”) 
9/28 Arguments for Physicalist Monism (Bennett, “Why I Am Not a Dualist”)  
 
10/3 Physicalist Monism vs Mentalist Monism/Panpsychism (Bennett, “Why I Am Not a Dualist”) 
10/5 Dualist Options: Mind-Body Dualism or Emergentism? (O’Connor, “Emergent Persons”) 
 
 Freedom 
10/10 Freedom & Causal Determinism (van Inwagen, Essay, Ch.1 & “A Modal Argument for Incompatibilism”) 
10/12 IN-CLASS MIDTERM EXAM 
 
10/17 Ch.11 Free Will: What is it? (van Inwagen, “Free Will Remains A Mystery”) 
10/19 Free Will: Do We Have It? (Wegner, “Précis”) 
 
 Space and Time 
10/24 Ch.14 Space: Absolutism vs. Relationalism  
10/26 Ch.15 Dimensionality of Space; begin Ch.16 (also Handout, “P310_Spr17_Infinity”)  
  
10/31 Ch.16 Paradoxes of Spatial Continuity  
11/2  Ch. 17 Four Views of Time and Tense 
 
11/7 Ch. 17 Four Views of Time and Tense (cont.) 
11/9 Ch.18 Time Travel (optional: Lewis, “The Paradoxes of Time Travel”) 
 
11/14 IN-CLASS PEER EDITING OF ESSAYS 
 
 God 
11/16 Cosmological Argument (O’Connor, “Could There Be a Complete Explanation of Everything?”)  
 
11/21 Cosmological Argument (O’Connor, “Could There Be a Complete Explanation of Everything?”) (cont.) 
 Fine-Tuning Argument (Leslie, Universes, Ch.1; https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/teleological-arguments/ §4) 
11/23 THANSKGIVING 
 
11/28 Fine-Tuning Argument (Leslie, Universes, Ch.1; https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/teleological-arguments/ §4) 
11/30 The Problem of the Best (Hudson, “Best Possible World Theodicy”) 


