
 
 

PHIL 650 
Metaphysics 

 
Last updated: 17 January 2026 

 
Instructor Contact Information 
Instructor Name and Preferred Title: Prof. Ben Caplan 
E-mail: caplan@ku.edu 
Office: 3075 Wescoe Hall 
Office Hours: Tu Th 1:00 PM – 1:45 PM, or by appointment 
 
Class Time and Location 
Class Time: Tu Th 11:00 AM – 12:15 PM 
Class Location: Blake 209 
Semester: Spring 2026 
 
Course Hours and Instructional Methods 
Credit Hours: 3. Each credit hour corresponds to “a minimum of two hours of out-of-class 
student work each week for approximately fifteen weeks” (adapted from 
https://policy.ku.edu/registrar/credit-hour). 
 
Instructional method: LEC. This is an in-person class. It will include lecture, in-class 
discussion, and small-group activities. 

 
Course Description 
An examination of some of the central issues in metaphysics. Topics may include 
causation, the mind-body problem, free will and determinism, modality, natural kinds, the 
nature of properties, and personal identity. 
 
Additional Course Description 
Metaphysics is, broadly speaking, the study of what things exist (or don’t) and what they’re 
like (or not). We will talk about the metaphysics of fictional characters, virtual reality, 
liturgical groups, sports teams, sexual orientation, and sexual identity. Along the way we 
will talk about topics like existence, identity, constitution, reduction, persistence, 
dispositions, modality, and grounding. 
 
Learning Outcomes 
This course satisfies Goal 6 Outcome 1 (AE61), Capstone (CAP). Upon reaching this 
goal, students will be able to analyze and combine information from different areas within 
or across disciples to approach and explain existing questions and problems from new 
perspectives, to pose new questions, and to generate new ideas.  
 
 

https://policy.ku.edu/registrar/credit-hour
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Course Materials 
All of the readings are, or will be, available on Canvas. Sometimes we will carefully 
discuss small amounts of text in class. This will make more sense if you have the relevant 
text in front of you. 
 
Course Assignments and Requirements 
  
 Engagement  15% 
 Quizzes  10% (4 quizzes, 2.5% each) 
 Exam 1  25% 
 Exam 2  25% 
 Paper   25%  
  
Engagement 
 
You should attend class regularly and do the readings ahead of time. I’ll have a sign-in 
sheet just to keep track, but merely showing up to class and not paying attention doesn’t 
count as engagement. Following class discussion counts as engagement, as does saying 
things like “Here’s a thing I don’t understand.” Talking to me after class, coming to see 
me during office hours, or asking me questions over email all count as engagement as 
well. If you are unable to attend class, please let me know ahead of time. Reaching out 
to me counts as engagement!  
 
Quizzes 
 
There will be four on-line quizzes. No quiz is cumulative. The main point of the quizzes is 
not to grade your current understanding of the material; rather, it is to help you learn the 
material and prepare for the exams (and for the review sessions prior to the exams).  
 
Exams 
 
There will be two in-class exams. Neither exam is cumulative. (The second exam will be 
held during Finals Week, but it is not a final exam.) The exams will contain some shorter 
questions (e.g. True or False, fill-in-the-blank, multiple choice, matching) and also ask 
you to provide some longer answers. Regular class attendance and engagement will help 
you prepare for the exams. I will also provide a study guide for, and hold a review session 
before, each exam.  
 
Paper 
 
Writing a paper is a process. As part of that process, you will be required to meet with me 
before you submit your paper to talk about your ideas and help you figure out what kind 
of paper you want to write; and you will be required to meet with me after you submit your 
paper to talk about your ideas some more and get some feedback on what you have 
written. Your grade for the paper will be based on the written document you submit (15%) 
and the two meetings (10%). The written document should be about 1500 words (roughly 
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5 or 6 pages doubled-spaced). You are not permitted to use generative AI for any part 
of the paper-writing process (that is, for writing the paper or for preparing for your 
meetings with me). You won’t be asked to produce a lot of written text, but you will be 
asked to understand well what you’ve written and be prepared to talk about it.  
 
Prerequisite 
Introduction to Symbolic Logic (PHIL 310), or an equivalent course, is a pre- or corequisite 
of a pre- or corequisite. (That is, it is a prerequisite or a corequisite for Analytic Philosophy 
(PHIL 388), which is technically a prerequisite or a corequisite for this course.) I will 
explain notation from symbolic logic (e.g. ‘$xFx’ or ‘a=b’) when it comes up, but you might 
find this course easier if you have already taken Introduction to Symbolic Logic.  
 
General Assignment Information 

• The quizzes and the paper will be available on Canvas and secured with a 
username and password. 

• The quizzes, the exams, and the paper are due or will be held on the dates 
indicated on the course schedule (on Canvas), unless indicated otherwise ahead 
of time.  

• Further instructions for the quizzes, the exams, and the paper will be provided on 
Canvas. 

 
Evaluation Criteria and Grading Scale 
 
Student Survey of Teaching 
I always welcome feedback on what is working well and what could be improved. In 
addition, you will be asked to complete an end-of-semester, online Student Survey of 
Teaching, which will inform modifications to this course (and other courses that I teach) 
in the future. 
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Grading 
Numerical grades will be converted to letter grades using the following scheme.1 
 
From To Letter grade 
 93.50  100.00  A 
 90.00  93.49  A– 
 86.50   89.99   B+ 
 83.50   86.49   B 
 80.00   83.49   B– 
 76.50   79.99   C+ 
 73.50   76.49   C 
 70.00   73.49   C– 
 66.50   69.99   D+ 
 63.50  66.49  D 
 60.00  63.49  D– 
 00.00  59.99   F 

 
Grades will be recorded on Canvas, but I won’t be using Canvas to calculate your final 
grade; rather, I’ll be using my own spreadsheet. If you’re curious about your grade at any 
point, please ask me by email or during office hours. 
 
Incomplete Grades  
You may be assigned an ‘I’ (Incomplete) grade if you are unable to complete some portion 
of the assigned coursework because of an unanticipated illness, accident, work-related 
responsibility, family hardship, or verified learning disability. An Incomplete grade is not 
intended to give you additional time to complete course assignments or extra credit unless 
there is indication that the specified circumstances prevented you from completing course 
assignments on time. 
 
Attendance Policy 
Please see the University Excused Absences policy (USRR 2.2.1) at 
https://services.ku.edu/TDClient/818/Portal/KB/ArticleDet?ID=21294#art2sect1.  
 
Academic Success 
I’m committed to making this class as accessible as possible. If you have any 
accommodation requests, please let me know as soon as possible. 
 
Please see the Student Resources Page on the Academic Success website at 
https://academicsuccess.ku.edu/student-resources-0. 
 
In addition to any policies and resources noted above, the KU Academic Success Student 
Resources website (https://academicsuccess.ku.edu/student-resources-0) provides links 
to KU Policies and Resources pertaining to religious observances, academic misconduct, 

 
1 See Ben Eggleston, “Plus/Minus Grading,” available at benegg.net/plus-minus_grading.pdf. 

https://services.ku.edu/TDClient/818/Portal/KB/ArticleDet?ID=21294#art2sect1
https://academicsuccess.ku.edu/student-resources-0
https://academicsuccess.ku.edu/student-resources-0
http://benegg.net/plus-minus_grading.pdf
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grading, free expression, mandatory reporting, and student rights and responsibilities. 
Please visit the site to familiarize yourself with these policies and resources. If you have 
questions or concerns about any of these policies, statements, or resources, please let 
me know, or contact Student Affairs directly.  
 
You are not permitted to use AI for any part of this course. That includes coming 
up with ideas as well as producing, translating, editing, or summarizing texts.   
 
Concealed Carry 
If you carry a concealed handgun, familiarize yourself both with the relevant state and 
federal laws and with KU’s weapons policy at https://concealedcarry.ku.edu/information. 
 
Course Schedule 
The first day of class is Tuesday, 20 January 2026. The last day of class is Thursday, 
7 May 2026. The “final” exam (i.e. the second exam) is Thursday, 14 May 2026 from 
10:30 AM to 1:00 PM. 
 
There is no class on the following dates: Tuesday, 17 February 2026; Thursday, 19 
February 2026 (Central APA); Thursday, 12 March 2026 (workshop at UNAM); 
Tuesday, 17 March 2026 (Spring Break); and Thursday, 19 March 2026 (Spring Break).  
 
A detailed (but tentative) schedule is available on Canvas. I reserve the right to make 
changes to the schedule as we go along; these changes will be reflected in an updated 
or revised version of the schedule on Canvas.  
 
Tentative reading list 
 
Existence, quantification, and fiction 
 

Ted Parent, “Ontological Commitment and Quantifiers,” in Ricki Bliss and J.T.M. 
Miller, The Routledge Handbook of Metametaphysics (Routledge, 2020), 129–150, 
Sections 1 and 3 (“Quine and his successors” and “Meinong and his successors”). 

 
Terence Parsons, Nonexistent Objects (Yale University Press, 1980), Chapter 7 
(“A Sketch of a Theory of Fictional Objects”). 

 
Saul A. Kripke, Reference and Existence: The John Locke Lectures (Oxford 
University Press, 2013), Lecture III (“November 13,1973”). 

 
Fiction and failed theorizing 

 
Chris Tillman and Joshua Spencer, “Creature Features: Character Production and 
Failed Explanations in Fiction, Folklore, and Theorizing,” Canadian Journal of 
Philosophy 53.7–8 (2023): 640–665. 

 

https://concealedcarry.ku.edu/information
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Reduction and information 
 

Terence E. Horgan, “Reduction, reductionism,” in Jaegwon Kim, Ernest Sosa, and 
Gary S. Rosenkrantz, eds., A Companion to Metaphysics, 2nd ed. (Blackwell, 
2009), 538–539. 

 
David J. Chalmers, Reality+: Virtual Worlds and the Problems of Philosophy 
(Norton, 2022), Chapter 8 (“Is the Universe Made of Information?”). 

 
 Einar Duenger Bøhn, “A World of Information” (ms.). 
 
Constitution and virtual reality 
 

Ryan Wasserman, “Material Constitution,” in Edward N. Zalta and Uri Nodelman, 
eds., Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring 2026), Sections 1 and 2. 

 
Guillaume Bucchioni and Alexandre Declos, “The Constitution of Virtual Objects,” 
Dialogue 64.2 (2025): 263–283. 

 
Modality and groups 
 

Alyssa Ney, Metaphysics: An Introduction, 2nd ed. (Routledge, 2023), Chapter 10 
(“Modality”), Sections 10.1–10.3.  

 
Katherine Ritchie, “What Are Groups?,” Philosophical Studies 166.2 (2013): 257–
272.  

 
Kevin Schilbrack, “Liturgical Groups, Religions, and Social Ontology,” in J. Aaron 
Simmons, Bruce Ellis Benson, and Neal DeRoo, eds., Philosophies of Liturgy: 
Explorations of Embodied Religious Practice (Bloomsbury, 2023), 135–153. 
  

Persistence and sports teams 
 

Alyssa Ney, Metaphysics: An Introduction, 2nd ed. (Routledge, 2023), Chapter 9 
(“Persistence”), Sections 9.2, 9.4, and 9.5.  

 
 August Faller, “How Groups Persist,” Synthese 198.8 (2021): 7149–7163.  

 
Dispositions and sexual orientation 
 

Jennifer McKitrick, Dispositional Pluralism (Oxford University Press, 2018), 
Chapter 1 (“Introduction to Dispositional Pluralism”), Sections 1, 2, and 5.  

 
E. Díaz-León, “Sexual Orientations: The Desire View,” in Keya Maitra and Jennifer 
McWeeny, eds., Feminist Philosophy of Mind (Oxford University Press, 2022), 
294–310.  
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Kevin Richardson, “‘Just a Little Gay’: How Sexual Orientation Comes in Degrees,” 
Journal of Philosophy (forthcoming). 

 
Grounding and sexual identity 
 

Kelly Trogdon, “An Introduction to Grounding,” in Miguel Hoeltje, Benjamin 
Schnieder, and Alexander Steinberg, eds., Varieties of Dependence: Ontological 
Dependence, Grounding, Supervenience, Response-Dependence (Philosophia, 
2013), 97–122. 

 
Matthew Andler, Sexual Orientation and Identity: A Philosophical Analysis 
(Routledge, 2025), Chapter 3 (“Being Queer”). 
 
 


