
Metaphysics of  the Arts, Values, and Social Identities !
Course Syllabus !

Instructor: Stephanie Leary 
Contact: stem.leary@gmail.com 
  !
Course Description 
Metaphysics is a branch of  philosophy that concerns questions about what things exists, how 
they exist, and to what extent the things that exist depend on the way that we think about 
them. For example, in the history of  philosophy many philosophers have wondered about 
whether there really is an external world that exists and has whatever features it does entirely 
independently of  us and the concepts that we use to describe it. In this course, we will apply 
metaphysical inquiry to specific things that are typically important to us and how we relate to 
each other: the arts, values, and social identities. The course will begin by discussing general 
metaphysical questions that are relevant to discussing these topics, and then the rest of  the 
course will be divided into three major units that discuss the following sorts of  questions: !

A. Metaphysics of  art, music, and literature   !
What makes something a work of  art? Are musical compositions and novels abstract or 
concrete objects? Is a painting something over and above the physical materials that 
compose it? Are works of  art created or discovered? Can works of  art be destroyed? Do 
fictional characters exist? Are aesthetic qualities like beauty objective or subjective? !
B. Metaphysics of  value    !
Are there objective facts about what is good or bad, what is right or wrong, and so on? 
Or is whether something is good, bad, right or wrong simply dependent on our attitudes 
or culture? How do evaluative facts like these relate to the physical world: are they 
reducible to the sorts of  facts that are investigated by the sciences?  !
C. Metaphysics of  social identities   !
Does race, gender, and sexual orientation exist? If  so, are they biological categories or 
social constructions? Can an individual’s gender and sexual orientation change over time?    !!

Course Goals 
The primary goal of  this course is to develop the sorts of  thinking, writing, and verbal skills that 
are essential for doing philosophy, but valuable for anyone to have regardless of  their particular 
field of  study. Metaphysics, in particular, requires doing some hard abstract thinking about the 
most basic, commonsense phenomena of  our world and trying to really understand it and 
convey this understanding to others. So, the skills we will be honing in this course are: (i) the 
ability to read and understand difficult philosophical texts, (ii) critical thinking about 
philosophical positions and arguments, and (iii) the ability to express your own ideas in a clear 



and structured way through both written work and conversation. The secondary goal of  this 
course is to have some fun while discussing these really interesting and important topics!  !!
Requirements & Grades 
(1) Attendance and Participation (15% of  final grade):  Philosophy is a social practice that 

requires asking questions and learning to discuss ideas with others, so come to class prepared 
to do just that!  (This means you need to come to every session having done the reading in 
advance.)  You will earn participation points by asking questions during lecture, participating 
in class discussions and group activities, and doing occasional in-class writing.  

(2) Three Papers (each 25% of  final grade): There will be a 4-6 (double-spaced) page paper due 
at the end of  each of  the three units of  this course.  For each paper, there will be a selection 
of  topics to choose from, but you may also create your own paper topic, so long as you run it by 
me first at least one week before the due date.   

(3) Short writing assignment(s) (10% of  final grade): there will be one or two short (1-2 pages) 
writing assignments before the first paper, which will help prepare you for the two papers.  !

Absence Policy  
Students may miss two classes without loosing points for attendance and participation.  Students 
who miss more than two classes will be loose points for each missed class, unless they have a very 
serious excuse (like a medical or family emergency). If  you have such an excuse, you need to email 
me as soon as possible and provide appropriate documentation for your excuse (e.g. doctor’s 
note, photo of  detached limb, etc.). It is your responsibility to catch up on the material that you 
missed. !
Late-Work Policy 
Late work will not be accepted. !
Meta-policy 
I reserve the right to amend the course schedule and policies as the semester progresses. I will 
only do so fairly, for very good reasons, and with plenty of  warning. !
Plagiarism 
All work you submit for this course must be your own. Do not submit someone else’s work; 
do not copy-and-paste from websites or articles. Every quote you use needs to be marked as 
a quote and references need to be provided. If  you paraphrase text that is not your own, 
mark this appropriately and specify the reference in a footnote. ! !

Potential Readings !
What exists and what are qualities? 

Excerpts from Aristotle’s Metaphysics and Categories 
W.V.O. Quine’s “On What There Is” 
Jonathan Schaffer’s “On What Grounds What” 



Selections from Plato’s Parmenides and Republic 
David Armstrong’s “Universals as Attributes” (an excerpt from Universals: an Opinionated 
Introduction) 
Excerpt from F.H. Bradley’s Appearance and Reality 
Excerpt from Hartry Field’s Realism, Mathematics, and Modality !

Metaphysics of  art, music, and literature                                               
Excerpt from Plato’s Republic 
Morris Weitz’s “The Role of  Theory in Aesthetics” 
Excerpt from George Dickie’s The Art Circle 
Excerpt from Monroe Beardsley’s The Aesthetic Point of  View 
Christy Mag Uidhir’s “Art concept pluralism” 
Excerpts from David Davies’s Art as Performance  
Peter Kivy’s “Platonism in Music: a kind of  defense” 
Ross Cameron “There are No Things that Are Musical Works” 
Charles Nussbaum “Kinds, Types, and Musical Ontology” 
Amie Thomasson’s “The Ontology of  Literary Works” 
Amie Thomasson’s “Fictional Entities” 
David Hume’s “Of  the Standard of  Taste” 
Excerpts from Kant’s Critique of  Judgment !

Metaphysics of  value 
Selection from G.E. Moore’s Principia Ethica 
Excerpt J.L. Mackie’s Inventing Right and Wrong 
A.J. Ayer’s “The Emotive Theory of  Ethics” 
Excerpt from Gilbert Harman’s The Nature of  Morality 
Nicholas Sturgeon’s “Moral Explanations” 
Richard Boyd’s “How to be a Moral Realist” 
Tristram McPherson’s “Ethical Non-naturalism and the Metaphysics of  Supervenience” 
Stephanie Leary’s “Non-naturalism and Normative Necessities” 
Sharon Street’s “A Darwinian Dilemma for Realist Theories of  Value” !

Metaphysics of  race, gender, and sexual orientation 
Kwame Anthony Appiah’s “Race, Culture, Identity: Misunderstood Connections” 
Excerpts from Naomi Zack’s Philosophy of  Science and Race 
Ron Mallon "Race: normative, not metaphysical or semantic" 
Sally Haslanger’s “Ontology and Social Construction” 
Sally Haslanger’s “Gender and Race: (What) Are they? (What) Do we want them to be?” 
Charlotte Witt’s “What is Gender Essentialism?” 
Natalie Stoljar's "Different Women" 
Mari Mikkola's "Elizabeth Spelman, Gender Realism, and Women" 
Behrenson’s “Born That Way? The Metaphysics of  the Queer Liberation” 
Weinberg & Williams’s "Men Sexually Interested in Transwomen (MSTW): Gendered 
Embodiment and the Construction of  Sexual Desire" 
Robin Dembroff ’s “What is Sexual Orientation?” 


