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General Outline 
There are two main ways, philosophically, of characterizing the business of ontology, and it is 
good practice to try and keep them separate.  

On one account, made popular by Quine, ontology is concerned with the question of 
what there is. Since to say that there are things that are not would be self-contradictory, Quine 
famously pronounced that such a question can be answered in a single word—‘Everything’. 
However, to say ‘Everything’ is to say nothing. It is merely to say that there is what there is, 
unless one goes on to specify the population of the domain over which one quantifies—and 
here there is plenty of room for disagreement. You may think that ‘everything’ covers particu-
lars as well as universals, I may think that it only covers the former; you may think that the 
domain includes abstract particulars along with concrete ones, I may think that it only in-
cludes the latter; and so on. Exactly how such disagreements can be framed is itself a rather 
intricate question, as is the question of how one goes about figuring out one’s own views on 
such matters. But some way or other we all have beliefs of this sort, at least as soon as we 
start philosophizing about the world, and to work out such beliefs is to engage in ontological 
inquiries.  

The other way of characterizing ontology stems from a different concern, and made its 
way into our times through Brentano and his pupils. On this second account, the task of ontol-
ogy is not to specify what there is but, rather, to lay bare the formal structure of all there is, 
whatever it is. Regardless of whether our domain of quantification includes universals along 
with particulars, abstract entities along with concrete ones, and so on, it must exibit some gen-
eral features and obey some general laws, and the task of ontology would be to figure out such 
features and laws. For instance, it would pertain to the task of ontology to assert that every 
entity, no matter what it is, is self-identical, or that no entity can consist of a single proper 
part, or that some entity can depend on another only if the latter does not depend on the for-
mer. More generally, it would pertan to the task of ontology to work out a general theory of 
such formal relations as identity, parthood, dependence—what Husserl called a pure theory of 
objects as such, if not a theory of being qua being in Aristotle’s sense. And the truths of the 
theory would possess the same sort of generality and topic-neutrality that characterizes the 
truths of logic. They would hold as a matter of necessity and should be discovered a priori. 

Following common usage, we shall speak of material ontology and formal ontology, re-
spectively, to fix the distinction. Our focus, here, woll be mainly with the latter. And within 
the broad domain of formal ontology, we shall focus especially on two main chapters:  

(1) the general theory of identity; 
(2) the formal theory of parthood (or “mereology”), i.e., the theory of the relations of part 

to whole and the relations of part to part within a whole.  



Requirements and Organization 

The seminar presupposes some familiarity with metaphysics and some acquaintance with 
elementary logical notions and techniques. There is no specific requirement for R-credit, ex-
cept for regular and active participation. For letter grade, the requirements are regular and ac-
tive participation, a short seminar presentation, and a final paper (approximately 15 pages). 

Readings 

The readings will be decided and made available through CourseWorks as we go on. I shall, 
however, refer extensively to material from the following four texts: 

 P. Simons, Parts: A Study in Ontology (Oxford, Clarendon, 1987) 
 M. Rea, Material Constitution: A Reader (Rowman & Littlefield, 1997) 
 R. Casati and A. Varzi, Parts and Places (MIT Press, 1999) 
 A. Varzi, Mereology (SEP entry) 

In addition, for the seminars on Identity (3–4) and Mereology (5–11) handouts will be distrib-
uted in class and made available through CourseWorks. 

Tentative Schedule 

1. Sept 6 Metaphysics, Ontology, Formal Ontology 
2. Sept 13 Introduction to Formal Ontology 
3. Sept 20 Identity, 1: Basic Principles 
4. Sept 27 Identity, 2: Indeterminacy, Contingency, and Other Issues 
5. Oct 4 Mereology, 1: Introduction 
6. Oct 11 Mereology, 2: Basic Notions and Principles  
7. Oct 18 Mereology, 3: Decomposition Principles 
8. Oct 25 Mereology, 4: Supplementation and Extensionality 
9. Nov 1 Mereology, 5: Composition Principles 
10. Nov 8 Mereology, 6: Vagueness and Fuzziness 
11. Nov 15 Mereology, 7: Temporal Parts, Modal Parts, Counterparts 
12. Nov 22 Beyond Identity and Mereology 
 Nov 29 � No class (University Holiday) 
13. Dec 6 Concluding Remarks: The Boundary between Formal and Material Ontology 


