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COURSE GUIDE FOR PHL 201
INTRODUCTION TO METAPHYSICS

This course is written with one assumption in mind: that you are a stranger to metaphysics
and thus needs to have metaphysics introduced to you. The essence of introduction is
acquaintance. Essentially, the course acquaints you with the basic claims of metaphysics.
The idea of basic suggests that there is also a superstructure that lies on top of the basics.
You will encounter this later in a course entitled Advanced Metaphysics. Metaphysics has
such a superstructure but at the moment we are concerned with acquainting you with the
basics without which you will not be able to proceed with the superstructure.

This is an introduction to metaphysics. Metaphysics is philosophy and philosophy is
metaphysics. This is the understanding of a number of great philosophers who used the
term metaphysics and philosophy interchangeably. Heidegger is a very good example.
Metaphysics is traditionally a branch of philosophy. It is so fundamental a branch that
without it other branches of philosophy and indeed even the sciences will not have existed.
This is because metaphysics serves as grounding or, if you prefer, foundation to them all.
It examines their suppositions and even its own suppositions.

We attempt to settle the most basic arguments about anything at the level of metaphysics.
In philosophy it does not matter whether that is in the field of ethics, political philosophy,
philosophy of education, philosophy of mathematics, Logic, Aesthetics, etc. Even the great
sciences like Mathematics, Physics, Astronomy, and Chemistry, all look up to metaphysics
for some guide. The same is true with disciplines in the Arts and Social Sciences. Do not
be discouraged if during the study you discover that nothing is settled to the great shame
of metaphysics. At least be consoled that metaphysics always seeks the best possible
explanation.

But the essence of introducing you to philosophy and to metaphysics is to conscript you
into becoming part of the quest to settle the most basic arguments about anything. As you
turn the pages of this study material, you will encounter philosophical data generated by
thousands of years of hard work by philosophers. If the discipline of metaphysics exposes
you to them it is for two reasons: (1) to bring you up to date to the state of research in the



field; and (2) to acquaint you with the spirit and tool of research in philosophy and
metaphysics.

As a discipline in philosophy, the question metaphysics wants to answer is about what
constitutes the fundamental structure of reality. Thus, we ask the questions: what is? What
type of beings exist? And in what way do they exist? These are no small questions, as you
will discover yourself. The good thing is that you are now being inducted into the hall of
fame of truth seekers.

Welcome to Metaphysics.

Objectives of PHL 102: Introduction to Metaphysics
To achieve the primary aim of this course, the following objectives have been set:

To help you understand the meaning and nature of metaphysics.

To expose you to the fundamental ontological questions of metaphysics

To lead you to examine some critical topics in special metaphysics like theology,
cosmology, and philosophical anthropology

To show you the level of interaction/relationship that exists between metaphysics
and science

Working through this Course

For maximum efficiency, effectiveness, and productivity in this course, you are required
to have a copy of the course guide, main course material, and other necessary materials
required for the course. The university has provided opportunities for interaction between
learners and facilitators. Thus, we shall also engage in eight weeks facilitation of this
course to enable you prepare for exams in the course. The invitation link and time of
facilitation will be sent to your personal portal before the facilitation begins. It will do you
a lot of good to participate in the facilitation exercise. To have the best of the facilitation,
read through the topics before the dates of their facilitation.

Study Modules and Units
This course has four modules of 5 units each making it a total of 20 study units. The
Modules and the Units are as follows:



Module 1: The Nature of Metaphysics

Unit 1. The Meaning of Metaphysics

Unit 2: The Divisions of Metaphysics

Unit 3: Methods of Metaphysics

Unit 4: Metaphysics and Other Branches of Philosophy
Unit 5: The Value of Metaphysics

Module 2: Ontological Issues in Metaphysics
Unit 1: The Problem of Being

Unit 2: Substance

Unit 2: Matter and Form

Unit 4: Universals and Particulars

Unit 5: Appearance and Reality

Module 3: Issues in Special Metaphysics
Unit 1: Necessary and Contingent Beings
Unit 2: Mind-Body Problem

Unit 3: Freedom and Determinism

Unit 4: Immortality

Unit 5: The Best Possible World

Module 4: Metaphysics and Science

Unit 1: Ontological Realism

Unit 2: Causality

Unit 3: The Problem of Induction

Unit 4: Space and Time

Unit 5: Metaphysical Foundation of Mathematics
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The following links can be used to access philosophical materials online:

Voice of the Shuttle: Philosophy Page

Episteme Links

The Philosophers Magazine

Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy

Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy

A Dictionary of Philosophical Terms and Names
Dictionary of Philosophy, ed. Dagobert D. Runes

Presentation Schedule

This course has two presentations; one at the middle of the semester and the other towards
the end of the semester. At the beginning of the semester, each student undertaking this
course will be assigned a topic by the course facilitator, which will be made available in
due time, for individual presentations during forum discussions. Each presenter has 15
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minutes (10 minutes for presentation and 5 minutes for Question and Answer). On the other
hand, students will be divided by the course facilitator into different groups. Each group is
expected to come up with a topic to work on and to submit same topic to the facilitator via
the recommended medium. Both attract 5% of your total marks.

Note: Students are required to submit both papers via the recommended medium for further
examination and grading.

Assessment

In addition to the discussion forum presentations, two other papers are required in this
course. The paper should not exceed 6 pages and should not be less than 5 pages (including
references), typewritten in 12 fonts, double line spacing, and Times New Roman. The
preferred reference is APA 6" edition (you can download a copy online). The paper topics
will be made available in due time. Each carries 10% of the total marks.

To avoid plagiarism, students should use the followings links to test run their papers before
submission:

http://plagiarism.org/
http://www.library.arizona.edu/help/tutorials/plagiarism/index.html

Finally, all students taking this course MUST take the final exam which attracts 70% of
the total marks.

How to Get the Most Out of this Course
For students to get the most out of this course, she/he must:

Have 75% of attendance through active participations in both forum discussions and
facilitation;

Read each topic in the course materials before it is being treated in the class;
Submit every assignment as at when due; as failure to do so will attract a penalty;
Discuss and share ideas among his/her peers; this will help in understanding the
course more;

Download videos, podcasts and summary of group discussions for personal
consumption;


http://plagiarism.org/
http://www.library.arizona.edu/help/tutorials/plagiarism/index.html

Attempt each self-assessment exercises in the main course material;
Take the final exam;
Approach the course facilitator when having any challenge with the course.

Facilitation

This course operates a learner-centered online facilitation. To support the student’s
learning process, the course facilitator will, one, introduce each topic under discussion;
two, open floor for discussion. Each student is expected to read the course materials, as
well as other related literatures, and raise critical issues which she/he shall bring forth in
the forum discussion for further dissection; three, summarizes forum discussion; four,
upload materials, videos and podcasts to the forum; five, disseminate information via email
and SMS if need be.
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Unit 1: The Meaning of Metaphysics

Unit 2: The Divisions of Metaphysics

Unit 3: Methods of Metaphysics
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Unit 5: The Value of Metaphysics



UNIT 1: The Meaning of Metaphysics
CONTENTS

1.0 Introduction
2.0 Intended Learning Outcomes

3.0 Main Content
3.1  Defining Metaphysics
3.1.1 Some Misconceptions About Metaphysics
3.1.2 Etymological Definition of Metaphysics

3.1.3 Philosophical Approaches to Defining Metaphysics
4.0 Conclusion

5.0 Summary

6.0  Tutor-Marked Assignments (TMA)
7.0  References and Suggestions for Further Reading

1.0 Introduction

Immanuel Kant, one of the big names you will discover in the course of your study,
regarded metaphysics as the queen of the sciences. In that light, I welcome you to your
first lecture on the queen of all sciences. This unit aims to introduce you to the nature of
metaphysics. It starts by exposing you to the various misconceptions about metaphysics.
It will also expose you to the etymological definition of metaphysics, as well as
philosophical attempt at defining the concept. The intended learning outcomes below
specify what you are expected to learn after going through this unit.

2.0  Intended Learning Outcomes (ILO)
By the end of this unit you would be able to:

Distinguish between metaphysics and non-metaphysics
Discuss the etymological meaning of metaphysics

Trace brief history of the development of idea of metaphysics
Give philosophical definition of metaphysics

el NS



3.0 Main Content

3.1 Defining Metaphysics

Before your admission to study philosophy, it is likely that you have heard about
metaphysics. At those times when you used the term or when you heard it used, what did
you understand it to mean? What imagery did it create in your mind? Compare that image
with the meaning of metaphysics that you learnt in the course, Introduction to Philosophy.
Did they match? Whatever your response is, the term, metaphysics does not enjoy a
generally accepted definition. Worse still, what non-philosophers regard as metaphysics is
unrecognizable from the branch of philosophy that goes by that name. In the same vein,
philosophers themselves do not agree on any generally acceptable definition of
metaphysics. One hundred philosophers will likely give one hundred definitions of the
term. There is also an argument that due to its nature, metaphysics cannot be defined. Click
here. For the purpose of this introductory course in metaphysics, we shall start by
identifying some misconceptions about metaphysics, then we shall trace the etymological
meaning of the term, and then end with few definitions of it as given by philosophers.

3.1.1 Misconceptions About Metaphysics

The need to highlight the misconceptions about metaphysics arises because many people
give the title of metaphysics to so many things that are not metaphysics. In this section we
will attempt to separate metaphysics from non-metaphysics. The only way of doing this is
by calling your attention to certain practices which are regarded as metaphysics even
though they are not metaphysics.

3.1.1.1 Occultism is not Metaphysics

A Philosopher, Frederick Nietzsche, a major critic of metaphysics, is reported to have
referred to metaphysics as otherworld, and metaphysicians as other-world-men. He implies
by this that metaphysicians are concerned with a world different from the one everybody
knows about, a hidden world. This hidden world is in essence, an occultic world. Many
non-philosophers, taking a cue from Nietzsche, assume wrongly that metaphysics is
occultism. And some known occultic associations regard themselves as metaphysical
associations. Occultism entails access to some secret knowledge hidden from everyone but
a select few of the initiated. The knowledge which the occults pursue is said to be
inaccessible to the ordinary senses. In this case metaphysicians are seen as no more than
epopts. Although this concern with realities that are hidden is a characteristic which
occultism shares with metaphysics, religion and even science. You must note immediately
that this shared characteristic does not mean that occultism is the same with them. Like
metaphysics, occultism involves knowledge of being but unlike metaphysics which deals
with beings whose knowledge is open to everyone, the beings which concern the occults
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are unknown, their language is esoteric, and their methods are not open to scholarly
discourse. While metaphysics is propelled simply by the desire to know, occultism’s
interest in knowledge is power to control nature for the benefits of the occultic.

3.1.1.2 Magic is not Metaphysics

Another fallacy held about metaphysics is that it is a sort of magic. People who possess
magical powers can bring about extraordinary, at times, inexplicable things, through their
interaction with the supernatural. Metaphysics has no such ambition. Its interest is simply
to know things as they truly are without any recourse to supernaturalism. Non
metaphysicians who view metaphysics as magic think that those who study metaphysics
are deeply involved in a study of magic and are learning how to perform miracles, alter
nature or in the least control it.

3.1.1.3 Mind Reading is not Metaphysics

There is also another misconception of metaphysics as mind reading. Mind readers claim
to be able to decipher the thoughts of other people. They see through their bodies and
penetrate deep into their minds and soul to see the activities going on there. Many non-
metaphysicians think that metaphysicians have the capacity to read other people’s minds
and decipher not only their motives but also their actions even before they occur. This is
not true of metaphysics.

3.1.2 Etymology of Metaphysics

Understanding the etymology of the term, will help shed light on the meaning of
metaphysics. Also, you must always bear in mind that while undertaking the etymological
definition of any word or term you are expected to look out for the root or origin of that
word or term. This is necessary especially when a word is being used by a language or a
period different from the one it first emerged. Often, such words acquire meanings different
from the one they had in their places or times of origin. Thus, when we define a word by
its etymology we are simply studying “the origin of words and the way in which their
meanings have changed throughout history.” (Cf
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/etymology).

By popular claim, the term, metaphysics, came from two Greek words, Meta which means
“After” and Phusika which means “Physics”. The two words when put together in Greek
Language yielded a compound word Ta Meta ta phusika. Rendered in English as
Metaphysics, the term simply means “The one after the Physics.” or “the post-physical”

Philosophers do not agree on the meaning of the term metaphysics translated in English to
mean “the one after metaphysics.” That is, in which way, is metaphysics, the one after
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physics? Three schools of meanings emerge on this. For the purpose of this lecture, we
shall proceed to name these schools as follows, the bibliographical school, the
transcendental school, and the fundamental school.

3.1.2.1 The Bibliographical School of Meaning: This school holds that the usage, “the
one after the Physics” was a consequence of an editorial process involving Aristotle’s
books. Aristotle had written so many books on many subjects. But two of these books are
of special importance to us here. One of the books he entitled Physics and it was supposed
to deal with issues that appear in nature. The other he left without a title. These books were
to be published in the 1st Century AD (about 300 to 400 years after Aristotle) in Alexandria.
According to the story, after publishing Physics, the editor, Andronicus of Rhodes, set to
work on the book without a name (Aristotle actually had some names for the book but he
seemed undecided on which one to choose; Wisdom, First Philosophy, Theology etc. were
titles being considered by Aristotle and they left the impression that Aristotle did not
complete the work before his death and therefore could not settle for any of the titles he
considered for the book). Thus, since Andronicus couldn’t publish a book without a name
and since he felt that none of the three titles proposed by Aristotle covered the topics
discussed in the book in its entirety, he decided to give it a new title Metaphysics, intending
it to mean a book published after publishing Physics (Carroll & Markosian, 2010). There
have been many oppositions to this. Ando (1974) writes emphatically that “the word
'metaphysics' did not originate from somebody's being at a loss as to what to call a book.”

3.1.2.2 The Transcendental School of Meaning: The school of meaning which we call
the transcendental school holds that the bibliographical school arose because of
misrepresentation. Its argument is that the origin of “the one after the physics™ as described
by the bibliographical school was due to chance as it derived metaphysics from mere
editorial sequence. Philosophers who make this point hold that metaphysics is such an
important discipline to be left to the arbitrariness of chance. They reasoned that the usage
“the one after the Physics” was chosen by Andronicus to reflect the fact that the subjects
of Aristotle’s Metaphysics are beyond or transcend the physical things as discussed in
Aristotle’s Physics. In Physics we learn about things that appear in nature, about
experimental science, and things as perceived by the senses. But in metaphysics the
subjects of discussion are mostly transcendental, and they extend beyond the senses and
the physical.

3.1.2.3 The Fundamental School of Meaning

This school which is rooted in the Medieval era holds that “the one after the Physics” refers
to the order of knowledge or educational order. Prominent proponents of this school
include Avicenna, who translated Metaphysics into Arabic, and Averroes. They hold that
Metaphysics is so chosen as title for Aristotle’s book simply because it is expected that to
study the book in question one ought to have first studied Aristotle’s Physics.



3.1.2.4 From Book Title to Branch of Philosophy

It is important for you to always remember that the term, metaphysics, was not used by
Avristotle, the author whose book would later be called Metaphysics hundreds of years after
his death by Andronicus of Rhodes. During the Late medieval period philosophers felt that
the title given to Aristotle’s book would be suitable for a branch or discipline of philosophy.
You must also note that before Aristotle earlier philosophers had also considered the
fundamental topics which are considered in the Metaphysics. Worthy of mention are
important speculations of the earliest Greek Philosophers, namely, Thales, Anaximander,
Anaximenes, Protagoras, Parmenides, Pythagoras, Democritus, Plato, and so on. This made
metaphysics the oldest branch of philosophy.

You should also remember that the etymological definition is no longer sufficient in
defining metaphysics. This is because metaphysics has grown beyond the book published
after Physics. It has become a name given to a certain branch of philosophy.

3.1.3 Philosophical Approaches to Defining Metaphysics

This section considers the fact that philosophers differ in their understanding of
metaphysics. In what follows we shall look at the various understanding of the term among
philosophers.

3.1.3.1 The Big Picture Approach

This approach defines metaphysics from the perspective of the commonality of the topics
which metaphysics deals with. The idea here is that metaphysical topics like identity,
universalism, freedom, determinism, etc. have something in common. Accordingly, the big
picture approach advances a definition that will take this commonality into account. An
example of the big picture approach definition is rendered thus: “metaphysics is the branch
of philosophy concerned with fundamental questions about the nature of reality.” (Carroll
& Markosian, 2010). A major critique of the big picture approach is that metaphysics is not
the only discipline interested in the nature of reality. Religion, biology, are examples of
other disciplines that consider the nature of reality. Essentially, this definition of
metaphysics is not able to distinguish metaphysics from them.

3.1.3.2 The First Philosophy Approach

This approach simply defines metaphysics as the first philosophy. Aristotle is responsible
for this approach as he used the term first philosophy many times in the Metaphysics, and
you must note that First Philosophy was one of the names Aristotle called the book we now
refer to as Aristotle’s Metaphysics. The other names include Theology; Wisdom; and First
Science. Metaphysics as first philosophy is understood in two ways and both capture the
meaning of metaphysics as understood by philosophers till today. Thus, Aristotle’s
conception of first philosophy, and therefore of metaphysics, is as follows:

1. “An inquiry into the principles and causes, or more precisely, an inquiry into the
causes that are more primary and the principles that are highest.” (Cf: Reale, 1980,



p.1). Scholars have approached this very definition from two perspectives, namely,
the logical and metaphysical perspectives (Gracia, 2014). Emphasis on the logical
perspective targets the discovery of what may be considered the highest principles.
And in your Logic class you would have read about these principles. Some of them
include the principle of identity, principle of noncontradiction, principle of excluded
middle and so on. Read about them here. These principles, also called Laws of
Logic, apply to every other field of study and they are necessary for the truth of
those disciplines. Thus, since the principles are fundamental to all other disciplines,
Metaphysics in discovering them is said to be fundamental to all other disciplines,
and is therefore, the first philosophy.

On the other hand, the metaphysical perspective focuses on discovering what the
first causes or fundamental causes are. By fundamental causes, Aristotle means
those from which things ultimately flow, their origins. You must note that a thing
has many origins. To trace the fundamental origin of anything, Aristotle insists we
must begin with our suppositions, our beliefs. That is, what do we believe, or think
is the cause of the object under consideration. We then proceed to match our belief
with the information provided to us by nature since nature holds more information
than we do. We can move further in exposing the causes until we get to the final
cause beyond which we cannot move. Take the shirt you are putting on as an
example. The tracing of the primary causes of the t-shirt will take note that your t-
shirt is made from knit fabrics. We take this to be your belief which may match or
not match with information available to nature. Let’s assume they match, in which
case the knit fabrics are the primary causes of the t-shirt, but there is another cause
that is primary to the knit fabrics, we may call this cotton. And we proceed further
to inquire into the cause that is first to cotton and so on. This search continues until
we get to the final cause beyond which we cannot deduce another cause. And since
Aristotle interprets the final cause of anything to be God, the uncaused cause, the
unmoved mover, this aspect of metaphysics is also described as the study of God or
theology. In the end, there is a single subject matter, God. Because of this,
metaphysicians view this aspect of metaphysics as specialized science whose
subject matter is God. From this perspective therefore, metaphysics is defined as “an
exploration beyond the scope of scientific observation and experiment, into the first
causes of scientifically observable phenomena.” (Smith, 2019, p.85).

The argument against this approach is that metaphysics is not the only discipline
concerned with studying fundamental reality. Other disciplines like Geology,
Biology, are equally interested in discovering the first causes. Despite this criticism,
metaphysicians hold that even though these other disciplines study the first causes
they do so from a limited lens (Biology, for example is concerned only with origin
of life) whereas metaphysics does so in a more general manner, having all reality
under it. And since it does this in a more general manner, metaphysics is able to
establish the unity that exists among all existing things.
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2. “A theory of being qua being.” (Cf: Reale, 1980, p.1). This definition understands
metaphysics as science of being; a study of being in its absolute sense. Here the
challenge is to discover what constitutes being; the essence of being. This challenge
rests on the fact that things are not exactly as they appear or as we perceive them
with our senses. Unlike in the other definition where metaphysics studies the first
causes or principles, which in the final analysis is God, the object of metaphysics as
being qua being is all reality, that is everything that exists. Nothing is outside of it
including God. And this gives metaphysics its reputation as a universal science.
Thus, when you say that a person is a child, metaphysics wants to know what
childhood consists. If you say that you are good, it also wants to know what
goodness means. Metaphysics does this by deciphering what properties or characters
its subject matters have that make them what they are (Loux, 2006). It establishes
the commonalities between a subject and other subjects as well as the differences
between it and others. Based on this, philosophers hold that it is the duty of
metaphysics to provide us with the map of all that exists. Metaphysics, understood
as this is regarded as ontology, a theory of being.

A major ground for criticizing this view stems from the fact that going behind
appearance to study reality is not an activity peculiar to philosophy. Science is
involved in the same activity as well as police, census takers, and insurance
appraisers (Benneth, 2016). As we noted earlier metaphysics derives its importance
in the general way it deals with issues which differs from the way others undertake
the same studly.

3.1.3.3 Metaphysics as Critique of Knowledge

The view of metaphysics as critique of knowledge was championed by Immanuel Kant
(1724-1804). According to Kant the previous understanding of metaphysics as inquiry into
first causes and as study of being qua being arose because of man's inborn desire to gain
insight into God, world and soul (Sarlemijn, 1975). Kant holds that this type of knowledge
Is impossible. We cannot know anything a priori (that is beyond what we can experience).
Take God for instance, Kant says we have no way of knowing about Him and so we cannot
say anything about Him. You must note that Kant is not saying that there is no such a being
like God, he is only saying that given our limited nature as finite beings we cannot have
knowledge of an infinite being like God. And since we cannot pursue knowledge of this
type, metaphysics as the study of the transcendental is impossible. Now a redefinition is
necessary and Kant offers it by calling metaphysics a critique of knowledge. And we can
say that the essence of this critique is to examine the conceptual system with which we
describe the world and guide us against wandering into the world of impossibilities.



4.0 Conclusion

We have attempted an understanding of the meaning of metaphysics. And as you might
have noticed, defining metaphysics is not an easy exercise. As a student of philosophy in
general and metaphysics in particular, you are now involved in the attempt to generate
meaning and definition for metaphysics.

5.0 Summary

In the unit, we have demonstrated the difficulty in defining the term metaphysics. You also
learnt about the various misconceptions people have about metaphysics. You equally
studied a brief history of the origin of metaphysics as well as the original meaning ascribed
to the term by the ancient Greeks who invented it. We equally looked at how philosophers
view metaphysics irrespective of misconceptions about it and the epistemological meaning
associated with it.

6.0 Tutor-Marked Assignments (TMA)
1. Is Metaphysics occultism? Give strong reasons for your answer
2. Metaphysics is “an inquiry into the principles and causes, or more precisely, an
inquiry into the causes that are more primary and the principles that are highest.”
Show your understanding of the logical and metaphysical implication of this

statement.

3. Differentiate between the transcendental and fundamental schools of meaning of
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1.0 Introduction

The dominant division of metaphysics is the one undertaken by Christian Wolff (1679-
1754). According to this tradition, there are two main divisions of metaphysics; General
metaphysics and Special Metaphysics. While general metaphysics is also known as
ontology, the special metaphysics are further divided into three, namely; natural theology,
cosmology, and rational psychology (studied today under the heading of philosophical
anthropology).

Besides the Wolffian division there are other divisions of metaphysics undertaken by other
philosophers. For instance, Charles Sanders Pierce, the American pragmatist philosopher
divided metaphysics into three, namely ontology or general metaphysics, psychical or
religious metaphysics, and physical metaphysics. However, we consider all non-Wolffian
divisions as mere rehearsal or modification of the Wolffian paradigm.

2.0 Intended Learning Outcome
At the end of this unit, you should be able to:
1. Learn about the divisions of metaphysics
2. Differentiate between general and special metaphysics
3. Explain the meaning and subject of ontology
4. Discuss the aspects of special metaphysics



3.0 Main Content

3.1 General Metaphysics (Ontology)

General metaphysics addresses the question of being in a broader, general, universal sense.
General metaphysics is said to include the object of all the sciences, and it is in regard to
this that it is said to be omni-science. (Jaroszynski, 2018). This is in line with Aristotle’s
conception of metaphysics. To aid with easier understanding of general metaphysics, we
shall treat it with its other name, ontology.

3.1.1 Etymology, History and Meaning of Ontology

Etymologically, ontology is derived from two Greek words; on and logos. While on means
“being” in English logos means “science”, “theory” or “study”. If we couple the two words
together, it will yield ontology and will mean science of being, theory of being or study of

being.

The term ontology was first encountered in the work of a German philosopher, Rudolf
Goclenius (1547-1620). Read about him here. Goclenius defined ontology to mean the
doctrine of being and treated it as a field of study different from metaphysics. Philosophers
after him used ontology interchangeably with metaphysics, regarding it instead as another
name for metaphysics (Bigaj, 2012). However, Christian Wolff pioneered the current view
of ontology as another name for general metaphysics and as a branch of metaphysics.

However, despite the varying relationship with metaphysics which philosophers assigned
to the term, its meaning has remained constant. As a science of being or theory of being,
ontology studies the general characteristics of being. Being is philosophers’ way of
depicting what is. Thus, ontology asks the general question about being; what is? What
does it mean to be? What are the modes of being? Can a being be and not be? Is there a
middle ground between being and nonbeing? Do beings become or are they eternal? If
beings become, from where do they become? If they are eternal, why do they die? Do every
being die? What sorts of beings exist?

3.1.2 Being as Being as the Object of Ontology

Parmenides first posed the question of being in Western Metaphysics. Aristotle toed the
same line if construing being as the major problem of western metaphysics. In the
Metaphysics, he posed the question of “being qua being” and writes that "there is one
science which considers being as being and the attributes which it has as such. This science
differs from all particular sciences.” (Metaphysics 1V. I. 1003a21). It studies being in its
absolute sense. Here the challenge is to discover what constitutes being; the essence of
being. This challenge rests on the fact that things are not exactly as they appear or as we
perceive them with our senses. The object of ontology as being qua being is all reality, that
Is everything that exists. Nothing is outside of it including God. And this gives ontology its
reputation as general metaphysics. Ontology is different from special metaphysics only as
a result of the vast nature of its subject matter. Thus, while the special metaphysics seeks


http://scihi.org/rudolf-goclenius-ontology/

knowledge of what it is for particular kinds of things to be, ontology asks what it is for
being to be. While they study the being of God, human person, the natural world, ontology
studies the being of beings. (White, 2019). The challenge here is to determine the universal
defining character of being.

Essentially, it can be said that the questions that ontology considers are those of general
existence. What exists? The answers metaphysicians have given to this question are as
varied as there are metaphysicians. Some metaphysicians say that what exists are only
spiritual objects. This is the view held by Berkeley. Others say that only physical objects
exist. The logical positivists hold this view. There are others who also hold that both
spiritual and physical objects exist? Arendt is of this view, and she holds further that both
physical and spiritual beings depend on each other for continuous existence. Some even
hold that only one single object exists in the world. This is the view of Leibnitz.

Again, If something exists, in what way does it exist? As a proposition? A fact? A state of
affairs? A number? A spiritual being? An ethical value? A purpose? Swarts (2020)
demonstrated how ontological study works especially in mapping out the category or nature
of being. He holds that at “one level of analysis, tables and chairs might be considered to
be distinct kinds of things; but for the purposes of ontology, tables and chairs are (usually
regarded as being) the same sort of ¢ thing ’, namely physical (or spatiotemporal) entities.”

3.1.3 The Senses of Being

Aristotle in Book 4 of the Metaphysics stated unequivocally that “Being is said in various
ways.” Frantz Brentano (1838-1917), a German philosopher, did the task of reducing the
various ways of being into four. They are (1) Accidental being (2) Potential and Actual
Being (3) Being true (4) Categories.

1. Accidental Being [on kata symbebekos]: Accidental being, rendered in Latin as on
kata symbebekos, is one of the senses of being. An accidental being is one that
derives its being from another being. It depends on a prior/primal being to exist and
the being upon which it is dependent upon can be or exist without it being regarded
as privation. A man can be without a hand but the absence of hand is a privation
since having a hand is necessary to man, part of his essence. A brain tumor grown
in the body of the same man can be said to be an accidental being. It depends on the
man to be and the man can be without it. However, the brain tumor disappears if the
man dies or undergoes successful surgery. Thus, accidental beings have dependent
existence. It exists mainly as attributes, and many of such attributes can be found in
one independent being. Your being a philosophy student is asccidental for there are
many other courses you could have registered for. And you can still be without being
a philosophy student. But you wouldn’t have been a philosophy student if you did
not exist. As described by Brentano, “something has accidental being by virtue of
the being of that with which it is accidentally conjoined. By contrast, independent
being has being because of its peculiar essence.” (Brentano, 1975, p.6). In terms of



existence, the independent existence is prior for it must exist before the accidental
being can exist.

. Potential (on energeia) and Actual Being (on dynamei): Aristotle introduces this
subject by highlighting the character of actual being. It is either pure form or is
actualised by form. It is what we might call a real being in action. The only reason
why the idea of actual being is introduced here is because it plays important role in
understanding potential being. The actual being is prior in both essence and
substance to potential being. This is because in actuality the range of capacities has
been established and realised. It is, therefore, important to understand the character
of actual being if one is to understand the character of potential being for potential
being possesses the capacity of becoming that which actual being is. Thus, the fact
of actuality (also used interchangeably with entelechy by Aristotle) is action, derived
from the verb to act. Thus, an actual being is a real being already in action whereas
a potential being is a real being capable of certain action but not yet acting in that
certain manner. A new born child has speech capacity but does not exercise that
capacity yet. Thus, in relation to speech we say that the newborn is a potential being.
On the other hand, the newborn’s father who exercises this capacity is termed an
actual being.

The idea of being by Parmenides simply holds that being is, non-being is not. The
character of Parmenides' being is such that it is immobile and unchanging. It always
is. Aristotle introduced the idea of potency to refute the Parmenidean notion of it.
He thought that this is important in order to account for change, for movement, for
becoming, and for death which we always witness. Parmenides wrongly thought that
movement would always entail moving from non-being to being which is
impossible. It is this impossibility that led him to deny the mobility of being. But a
being moves in the way described by Aristotle from potentiality to actuality.

. Being in the Sense of Being True (on hos alethes): Being true, with Greek
translation given as on hos alethes, identifies the beings that are, that truly are. The
earliest expression of this is found in Parmenides who holds that being is and non-
being is not. Thus, the being true is contrasted with beings which are not, with non
being. The non-being is so because it is false. A dream, for instance is a non-being
because the impressions it creates are false, they do not exist. Statements can also
be true or false depending on whether it expresses state of affairs or not. If it
expresses state of affairs it is true. If it does not it is not.

. Being According to the Figures of the Categories (to on kata ta schemata ton
kategorion): Aristotle identified ten categories of being, namely; (1) substance
(ousia), (2) quantity (poson), (3) quality (poion), (4) relation (pros ti), (5) place
(pou), (6) time (pote), (7) position (keisthai), (8) possession (echein), (9) action



(poiein), and (10) passion (paschein). The categories are one of the ways in which a
being can be. As such it can be a substance (substantial being); or a quantity or a
quality or a passion and so on. (Metaphysics VII. 4. 1030b 11).

3.2 Special Metaphysics

The special metaphysics is a study of a specific kind of being. It is a restricted metaphysics
in the sense that it chooses a particular being and studies it in order to gain insight and
understand about it. Thus, while general metaphysics or ontology studies being as being,
that is, that by means of which anything called being is being, special metaphysics studies
the nature of particular beings. Its interest is in discovering that by which a particular being
is that kind of being. We regard it as a restricted metaphysics purely on account of its
subject matters.

Wolffian division recognises three aspects of special metaphysics which correspond strictly
to the three special beings it studies. They include (1) Natural theology (2) Cosmology, and
(3) Rational Psychology. Apart from these three divisions other philosophers have
expanded the aspects of special metaphysics. A major example of this is Immanuel Kant’s
metaphysics of morals. However, since this is an introductory course to metaphysics, we
shall

3.2.1 Natural Theology
This is one of the aspects of special metaphysics. We shall consider it in details in what
follows.

3.2.1.1 Etymology and History of Natural Theology

The term theology is an amalgam of two Greek words, namely; Theo meaning “God” and
Logos meaning “Science” or “Study”. When combined, the two words yield Theology
etymologically rendered as Science of God or Study of God. The theology with the
qualifier, natural, is a special kind of theology due mainly to its method and tool of inquiry.
As a way of definition, natural theology is a study of God through the instrument of reason.
It differs from supernatural or revealed theology which relies on sacred scripture and divine
revelation.

Ancient Greek philosophers regarded their philosophising about God as theology. Plato,
however, felt that theology properly speaking should be the concern of poets. He was led
to this conclusion by the fact that the writings of ancient Greek authors/poets, like Homer
and Hessiod, discussed the Olympian gods. Aristotle, on the other hand, equated the first
philosophy with theology. He problematized the ultimate question of metaphysics as being
gua being as having theological meaning and not just the ontological one. The ontological
implication as we examined in 3.1 above seeks to discover the character of being in general;
that is, that which constitutes being, by which a thing is said to be. In its theological
character, Aristotle’s being as being is also a reference to the being having the highest
distinction attributable to being (Grondin, 2012). In holding to this position, proponents



point to Aristotle’s reference to the being qua being as the “highest cause” and the “first
principle.” In the final analysis, the search for the first cause, the uncaused cause, terminates
in God. Indeed, Aristotle regards metaphysics as the first philosophy as such it must study
the first and the highest Being.

However, the emergence of Christianity in the 1st Century CE saw the adoption of the term
by Christian apologists who construed it as an instrument of defending their new religion
thereby giving theology a religious meaning. Read here. The Enlightenment era, reputed
for its opposition against religion and valorisation of reason, saw the restoration of theology
to the domain of philosophy. Christian Wolff, particularly, put up an argument that certain
truths about God and morality, can be attained rationally without reference to religion.
Wolff was exiled by the Prussian emperor in 1723 for holding this view and similar ones.
It was while in exile that Wolff wrote Preliminary Discourse on Philosophy in General
(1728) where he effectively distinguished natural theology from sacred theology. Natural
theology is rooted in the domain of philosophy, of metaphysics. Wolff’s motivation was
his conviction that a sound knowledge of God based on natural reason will provide a major
foundation for morality. (Corr, 1973). Today, a more recent field of philosophy known as
philosophy of religion studies in more detail those questions that were traditionally
entertained by natural theology.

3.2.1.2 The Subject Matter of Natural Theology

God or the Supreme Being is the ultimate subject matter of natural theology. In studying
God, the metaphysician is interested in establishing His existence, His attributes and
operations that are consequence of His attributes. Aristotle established the existence of the
Supreme Being following his quest for the cause of things. He is the necessary being
without whom nothing would have existed. Thus, all such quests terminate in God as the
first cause, the uncaused cause. From this point onwards, all subsequent metaphysicians
have proved the existence of God a priori by analysing the essence of a necessary being. It
is from this analysis that we arrive at the attributes of God.

A number of characters are listed as constituting God’s attributes. They include God’s
eternity, His omniscience, His benevolence, His omnipotence, His infinite, and His
absolute goodness. God is also above all things. He is the true substance on whom
everything depends without Him depending on anything.

3.2.2 Cosmology
As a special metaphysics, cosmology is simply a science of the universe. Its interest is in
discovering the nature, origin and neccesary structure of the universe.

3.2.2.1 Inquiry About the Origin of the World

The earliest response to the question of the origin of the universe was mythical in nature.
Individual ancient cultures around the world, trying to make sense of the world in which
they lived, came up with myths in order to explain their origins. All known such myths
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made reference to a world created by a supernatural being.

Genesis, the first Book of the Holy Bible, also referred to a universe created by God.
According to the Book of Genesis 1:1: “In the beginning God created the heavens and the
earth.” The reference to how God created the heavens and earth is found in 2 Maccabees
7:28: “Look at the heaven and the earth and see everything that is in them, and recognize
that God did not make them out of things that existed.”

The Biblical account is called creationism. It views creation as the manifestation of God’s
omnipotence. The creative Being of the Bible is God who created the world out of nothing
- creatio ex nihilo. By this account, the creation of the universe was an event that happened
in time. As such, the Bible also anticipates that the universe would one day cease to exist
just like every other thing that emerged in time. This is also the view held by Muslims in
the kalam argument for the existence of God.

The lonian philosophers championed the materialistic origin of the universe. Thales, for
instance, held that the universe, just like every other thing, originated from water; and that
the earth was floating on water. Seneca reports Thales’ point thus:

Thales'. . theory is . . . that the Earth was supported by water, and that
she was swimming on it like a vessel; and it is owing to the movability
of the water that she fluctuates when she is said to quake. (Seneca,
DK 11A15 as translated by Popper, 1998, pp. 57-58.)

Anaximander, a student of Thales and the first person to undertake critical philosophy,
disagreed with Thales’ notion of the world. First he agreed with Thales that the universe
was not created but held that Thales erred in holding that the earth was suspended by water.
His reason was that holding that the earth was held in its place by water would entail an
infinite regress where we must find something that would hold water and keep finding
something that must hold another (Popper, 1998). Anaximander, therefore, attributed the
origin of the world to the everlasting motion of that which has no limit, “the limitless or
the infinite.” (Seligman, 1962). He held that the:

Earth was (of drumlike shape, a short circular column; DK
12A10, 11) was not supported by anything: it was freely
suspended in the centre of things and kept there by a symmetrical
attraction exerted by all things, in empty or almost empty, infinite
space - somewhat like our ether or 'empty' space - which he called
the Apeiron {apeiron - 'infinite"). And he replaced Water as the
principle and origin of all things by this Apeiron (= the
Unbounded), an infinite fine substance that fills the entire infinite
space (with which it is, indeed, identical), that Apeiron which is
eternal and out of which all other substances emerge. (Popper,



1998, p.36).

Popper excitedly called Anaximander the first inventor of a technical term. While his
contemporaries, Thales and Anaximenes, were describing the origin of the world with
familiar terms he invented apeiron as a technical word to explain his belief. If in more
recent times, certain philosophers have defined the task of philosophy as production of
concepts they are only extending the tradition inaugurated by Anaximander. Some other
ancient philosophers like Democritus (460-370 B.C).; Epicurus (341-270 BC) and
Lucretius (99-55 BC) with the exception of Parmenides (515 - 445 B.C.) held that the
universe was not created, is eternal and has neither a beginning nor an end.

It was not until the 20th century that a clearer idea about the origin of the world emerged.
This followed the discovery by a Catholic Priest and astrophysicist, Georges Lemaitre
(1894-1966). He posited that the world came about as a result of the explosion of a primeval
atom. One of the critics of the explosion argument, in the 1950s during an interview,
sarcastically referred to the explosion hypothesis as “the Big Bang.” And it is the name
with which we refer to the phenomenon (Holt, 2012). The Big Bang is dated 13-15 billion
years ago. An important conclusion of Lemaitre’s discovery is the claim that the universe
was continually expanding and increasing in size. At the end, Lemaitre’s finding can be
said to have drawn from all theories of the universe starting from the myths of different
peoples to arrive at his conclusions.

3.2.2.2 The Nature of the Universe

Xenophanes, a student of Anaximander, was among the earliest Greeks to contemplate the
nature of the universe. He held that the universe and god are one, and was the first to put
up an argument that the earth was spherical. This theory would finally be proven right by
the works of Galileo Galilei.

The geocentric (earth-centred) theory of the universe propagated by Ptolemy (85-165 AD)
claimed that the earth is at the centre of the universe with the sun and the moon revolving
around it. This was also the position believed by Aristotle before him. At the time of
Ptolemy, only six planets (Mercury, Erath, Venus, Saturn, Mars and Jupiter) had been
discovered and all the others were believed by Ptolemy to revolve around the earth.

Nicholas Copernicus (1473-1543), pioneered a rejection of the geocentric theory of the
universe. He postulated that rather than the earth, the sun was at the centre of the universe
and that the earth and other planets revolve around the sun. This view is called the
heliocentric theory of the universe and it was hugely opposed by both Catholic and
protestant authorities at the time. It brought about what is called scientific revolution since
it brought a total change to the way we view the world. Copernicus arrived at his position
by the power of human reason alone. The empirical proof in support of his conclusion came
many years after his death when Galileo Galilei (1564-1642), with the aid of a telescope



demonstrated that Copernicus was right whereas Aristotle and Ptolemy were wrong. The
sun is at the centre of the universe.

3.2.3 Philosophical Anthropology (Rational Psychology )

Rational Psychology was a term used by Christian Wolff in the 17th Century to describe
an aspect of special metaphysics whose subject matter is the human soul or the human mind
(De Psyche in Greek). As etymologically conceived, psychology means science of the
mind. However, the 20th century saw to the change of name and broadening of the subject
matter of this special metaphysics. Thus, instead of rational psychology we now call the
subject philosophical anthropology. It is under this current name that we will treat this
special metaphysics.

Etymologically, the term anthropology emerged from two Greek words anthropos meaning
man or human; and logos meaning science or study. The adjective “philosophical” attached
to the term is intended only to differentiate it from the other disciplines which also study
anthropology. For instance there is psychological anthropology, sociological anthropology
and theological anthropology, among others. (Darowski, 2014).

Philosophical anthropology, on the other hand, reflects upon man
in order to understand him in his entirety, grasping the fundamental
principles of his existence in the world and his behavior (Lombo &
Russo, 2017, p.).

Philosophical anthropology is a metaphysical study of the human person. In all the other
aspects of special metaphysics other beings were the object of study whereas the study is
undertaken by the human person. However, in philosophical anthropology both the object
of study and the subject of study correspond. Thus, it is about the human person studying
himself using the tools of philosophy. Darowski (2014, p.10) lists some of the questions
which philosophical anthropology tackles to include:

e \What is the nature and essence of man and his mode of existence?

e What place, and position does a man take among other existing beings?

e What is the reason for a man to take such a position in the world — what creates it,
what constitutes it and what is its final condition going to be?

It is in the type of question it asks that philosophical anthropology distinguishes itself from
other forms of anthropology and indeed from scientific anthropology. Its major concern is
the who and the why of the human person.

4.0 Conclusion
The divisions of metaphysics is about the subjects which metaphysics studies. While other
subjects and sciences may be interested in these subjects, they lack the tool and the method



to study them in the deepest manner in which metaphysics does. While other sciences
employ empirical tools, limited as they are in penetrating the inner recesses of being,
metaphysics by means of speculation arrives at knowledge of reality as it is.

5.0 Summary

In this unit, we have examined the divisions of metaphysics. We learnt that the two broad
divisions are general metaphysics and special metaphysics. We learnt also that being qua
being is the object of general metaphysics. We examined the senses of being according to
Avristotle. We considered the various aspects of special metaphysics. They include, natural
theology, cosmology and philosophical anthropology.

6.0 Tutor Marked Assignments
1. Highlight the core reason that differentiates general metaphysics from special
metaphysics.
Discuss the idea of accidental being
In what way can a being be said to be in potency?
Demonstrate your understanding of the subject of natural theology
Show the major difference between the heliocentric and geocentric theories of the
universe
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