
Reality and Appearance 

Chapter 9: Metaphysics: What There Is in  Reality 

lmmanuel Kant, in his Prolegomeno to Any Future Metophysic, as well as in his Critique of Pure 

Reason, outlawed the enterprise with which this chapter will be engaged. 

He thought he had succeeded in proving that the questions appropriate to  metaphysical inquiry 

were beyond solution by the processes of rational thought, as indeed they were, i f  Kant's 

understanding of the human cognitive powers was correct, which it was not. Metaphysics does 

deal with transempirical matters, certainly beyond the scope of inquiries within the realm of 

experience constituted by Kant's forms of sensitive intuition and his categories o f  the 

understanding. Kant invented them to  accommodate scientific inquiry, but they were ill-suited 

for the purpose of metaphysics concerned with a reality independent of our minds, which Kant 

declared unknowable. 

According to  Kant, the three great problems of metaphysics were (1) the existence of God, (2) 

the freedom of the will, {pg 1071 and (3) the immortality of the soul. Neither Plato nor Aristotle 

in antiquity would have thought that this was the case, though Aristotle would have included 



philosophical theology in his book Metaphysics. In the Middle Ages, the great theologians 

would have followed Aristotle in defining metaphysics as the study of being and the modes of 

being, which, o f  course, included the being of God. 

In any case, in the Critique of Pure Reason, under the heading of "Transcendental Dialectic," 

Kant sets forth the antinomies in which he shows that the arguments pro and con appear to  be 

valid, and since they are contradictory, they cannot be sound. 

Thus we see that Kant is not only the father of all the varieties of idealism in the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries, but  also the father of nineteenth- and twentieth-century positivism, for 

whom the term "metaphysics" stood for all unfounded and unfoundable philosophical 

speculation. 

Another modern obstacle t o  sound metaphysical thinking is the dogmatic materialism so 

prevalent in modern times. Materialism is, of course, of ancient origin-in Greece with the 

atomism of Leucippus and Democritus, and in Rome with that of Epicurus and Lucretius. The 

early modern exponents of materialism are Thomas Hobbes and Julien La Mettrie, the latter the 

mechanistic disciple of Descartes. 

The fundamental thesis of materialism is that nothing exists in  reality except atoms and the 

bodies composing them. We can substitute for atoms all the elementary particles that physical 

science has discovered in this century. Another way of stating the fundamental thesis of 

materialism is  that nothing exists in reality that is not a body, elementary or composite, or 

waves, or fields of energy. {pg 1081 

The crucial word in this statement is "nothing." A quotation from the Leviathan of Thomas 

Hobbes may illustrate this point-the exclusion or denial of anything immaterial or incorporeal. 

Hobbes proposes the materialistic, view that words have meaning only when they refer to  

physical existences-bodies perceptible to  the senses or detectable by sensitive instruments. 

He writes: 

... i f  a man should talk t o  me of ... immaterialsubstances, or of a free subject ... I should not say 

he were in an error but that his words were without meaning-that is to  say, absurd.1 

The dogmatism involved in this, or any similar statement by a materialist, lies in the negative 

assertion that the immaterial-the incorporeal, the nonphysical-does not exist. The existence 

of sensible bodies, our own or any other, does not have to be proved. The affirmation of their 

existence is  inseparable from our perceptual apprehension of them. But the denial that the 



immaterial exists cannot be proved. I t  is certainly not self-evident. Therefore, when i t  is 

asserted, i t  is sheer dogmatism. 

Whether the existence of immaterial entities, such as God, the angels, and the human intellect, 

can be proved is another question. But the inquiry into their existence is certainly not 

foreclosed by dogmatic materialism. 

Scientists in the twentieth century are for the most part materialists. They are not shocked, as I 

am, by Hawking's statement that what cannot be measured by physicists does not exist in 

reality. That statement by Hawking is not a scientific mistake. It is, as any other statement of 

the materialistic doctrine is, a false statement in philosophy. 1 Thomas Hobbes, 

Leviathan, Part I, Chapter V. 

The words "spirit" and "spiritual" name the opposites of the "material" and "corporeal." But we 

have no positive understanding of their meaning; we can only understand {pg 109) them 

negatively by using such words as "immaterial" and "incorporeal." 

Affirming the existence of an independent reality, philosophers in the Middle Ages 

distinguished entia reale from entia rationis. By the latter they meant those objects o f  thought 

that existed only in the mind, not in reality. They might have been called fictions of the mind. 

They included such things as mermaids, centaurs, and unicorns, as well as all the characters in 

poetic narratives as contrasted with the persons appearing in historical narrations. 

This distinction between entia rationis and entia reale must not be confused with the 

distinction between subjective and objective existence. Obviously, Antigone and Hamlet are not 

subjective; nor are Caesar and Napoleon. The first two are fictions of the mind and the last two 

are historical persons that during some past time existed in reality, and now exist in the 

memory. 

Anything that can be a common object of conversation between two persons has Objective 

existence, though it may not have existence in reality. What exists subjectively-exists for me 

alone- are my bodily feelings and my perceptions, memories, imaginations, and conceptions. 

We can talk to  others about them, but they cannot share our experiences o f  them. These have 

real existence, even though their existence must always be understood as an aspect or 

attribute Of my own real existence. What exists subjectively cannot exist apart from me. Its 

existence, however, is real because my own existence is a part of reality. 

Careful consideration of these matters requires us t o  introduce a third mode of existence, that 

is (1) neither the real existence of entities that have their existence entirely independent of all 



human minds (2) nor the subjective existence {pg 110) of the contents or aspects of my mind. 

The latter are entities that have existence in reality because, as my attributes, they exist 

whether I am thinking about them or not. Their real existence is not  independent o f  the real 

existence o f  my mind but is independent of my thinking about them. 

What is this third and intermediate mode of existence- intermediate between what is totally 

independent o f  my mind and any other mind and that which has real existence because my 

mind is a part o f  my own existence in reality? To answer this question I must first explain the 

difference between instrumental and formal signs. The words of any language are instrumental 

signs. They exist as visible physical marks on paper or, when spoken, as audible sounds. These 

physical notations are at first meaningless, and as such, they still exist physically. They acquire 

meaning, have a pluralityof meanings, and can change their meaning from time to  time. 

In sharp contrast are the cognitive contents o f  our minds-our percepts, memories, images, 

and concepts. They are never meaningless; they do not acquire meaning; they do not have a 

plurality of meanings, and they cannot change their meaning from time t o  time. Each of the 

entities named is a meaning; and being a meaning, i t  is self-effacing, presenting to  the mind the 

object it intends or signifies. 

If we were directly conscious of our percepts and concepts, instead of being directly conscious 

of the objects they intend or signify, they would not be meanings. They themselves would be 

objects. For them to  be meanings and hove objects, we must be conscious only of the objects 

that they signify or intend when they function as meanings. 

We can now answer the question posed a few paragraphsago. Though you and I cannot talk 

about your concept of liberty or mine, since each is private mental content, we can talk to  each 

other about the common object that your concept o f  liberty and mine signifies. Liberty is a 

common object o f  our thought, even though it is signified by two concepts, {pg 111) mine 

privately in my mind, and yours privately in your mind. You are not conscious of my concept 

even when you are talking about liberty as an object of thought, any more than I am conscious 

of my own concept of liberty when I discuss the same object o f  thought with you. We could not 

talk about i t  i f  it were not a common object of thought. 

What kind of existence do such objects of thought have? It cannot be real existence, for it is not 

totally independent of the mind. Nor can it be the kind of subjective existence that is an aspect 

o f  my own existence in reality. Because it exists as a result of  being intended or meant by the 

formal signs that exist as cognitive contents in your mind and mine, let us call i t  intentional 

existence. 

That which exists intentionally is always something that can be an object of thought for two or 

more minds. Its existence is not totally independent o f  minds at work. About objects of 



thought, except for perceptual objects, we must always ask: Does it exist in reality as well as an 

object of thought? 

In my bookSome Questions About Language, I think I fully explained the intermediate character 

of intentional objects or objects of thought that enables us to  talk to  one another, both about 

things that exist in reality and things that may not. Let me quote here the paragraphs that set 

forth the explanation: 

Were there no middle ground or third alternative, it would be difficult t o  characterize a mode 

of existence distinct from real existence and mental existence; but there is an alternative and a 

middle ground. Stated negatively, it consists (i) in not being dependent on the acts of any 

particular human mind, and in this respect it differs from mental existence; and ( ii) in not being 

independent of the human mind in general, or of all particular minds, and in this respect it 

differs from real existence. It is a mode of existence that depends on there being some minds a t  

work, but not on the acts of any particular mind. I f  there were {pg 112) no minds at all in the 

universe, there would still be things having real existence, but there would be no apprehended 

objects. If this or that particular mind were not in existence and operative, its subjective ideas 

would not  exist, but there would still be objects apprehended by other minds. 

Three men are looking at the moon and talking about it. The moon they are looking a t  is one 

and the same really existent thing in the physical universe; and the content of their 

conversation indicates that it is one and the same perceived object that they are talking about. 

It is an object for each of them because each has a percept of it. Three men; three percepts; 

three quite distinct mental existences; but the three percepts are the same in intention; that is, 

while three in number, they are, natural signs having the same significance, and hence the 

same significate the moon as object. I f  that were not so, three men looking at  the moon could 

not have one and the same apprehended object as a common object of reference to  talk about. 

Continuing with this example, let us now suppose that one of the three men walks away. The 

really existent moon is totally unaffected; but the same is equally true of the apprehended 

moon that is the object referred to in the continuing conversation of the other two men. Even if 

a second of the three men should walk away and the conversation ceased, the moon as a 

perceived object o f  the one remaining man would still be unaffected; it would still be an object 

that he could talk about to  a fourth man, should that fourth individual come up a moment later 

and engage in conversation about it. The fact that the apprehended moon is a common object 

of discourse for any two men at a given time indicates that it can be a common object of 

discourse again a t  a latertime for another pair of  men. If there were no men at all on earth, the 

moon would still continue to  exist in reality, but there would be no apprehended moon. The 

moon as a perceptual object depends for its special mode of existence on the operation of one 

or more minds, but on none in particular. 



What this example teaches us holdsfor any other object that can be a common object of 

apprehension and of verbal reference {pg 1131 for-two or more minds. I t  holds for Hamlet and 

Julius Caesar, for horses and centaurs, for angels and electrons, for events remembered as well 

as for events perceived, and for objects of imagination and of thought as well as for objects of 

perception. 

Let us consider another example wh~ch involves a remembered object that three men are 

talking about. The three were some time ago among the pallbearers at the funeral of a mutual 

friend. They are now discussing the fittings of the casket they carried then. They are in 

agreement that the fittings were bronze. The casket, as a physical thing, was something that all 

three of them laid hold of; it was one and the same thing for al l  three of them. The casket, as an 

object now being remembered, is also common-one and the same object for all three of 

them. If, during the funeral, one of them had taken his hands off the casket and walked away, 

that physical thing would have been considerably affected by his physical removal, whereas the 

remembered casket would not be at all affected i f  one of the three men who are engaged in 

conversation about i t  were to leave the group and the conversation were then continued by the 

remaining two. 

I have characterized the mode of existence that belongs t o  apprehended objects, which are also 

objects of discourse, but I have not yet assigned a name t o  it. In view of the fact that ideas are 

natural signs which signify, refer to, or intend objects as their natural referents or significates, i t  

would seem appropriate t o  speak of the mode of existence possessed by objects as intentional 

existence. What was said earlier about subjective ideas (that they are meanings; that their very 

nature is to  signify) can now be restated by saying that ideas are intentions of the mind.Their 

intentionality consists in their having significates or objects. Objects, as intended or signified, 

have intentional existence. 

Let me now summarize the threefold distinction in modes of existence which has emerged. I. 

Realexistence (i.e., the existence possessed by things) is that mode of being which is totally 

independent of mind-independent of mind in general and of any particular mind. II. Mental 

existence (i.e., the existence {pg 1141 possessed by subjective ideas) is that mode of being 

which is totally dependent on the acts of a particular mind. Ill. Intentional existence (i.e., the 

existence possessed by apprehended objects or objects o f  discourse) is that mode o f  being 

which is dependent on mind in general-dependent on the acts of some particular minds, but 

not dependent on the acts of any one particular mind. 

In Some Questions About Language, I misused the word "idea" as an omnibus term t o  cover all 

the cognitive contents of the mind- such items as percepts, memories, images, and concepts. 



It is in that sense of the word "idea" that, in my earlier book, I was compelled t o  ask the 

following very difficult question: How can two or more numerically distinct ideas be the means 

whereby one and the same object o f  thought is apprehended? 

If, for example, the concept of liberty in my mind, being a formal sign, causes me to  apprehend 

liberty as an object of thought, and that same object is apprehended by you because your 

concept of liberty causes you t o  apprehend it, do we not have here two numerically distinct 

causes of one effect? How is it possible for two numerically distinct causes to  have one and the 

same effect? 

I cannot do better in answering this question than the answer I gave when I first confronted the 

problem. I am therefore going again to  resort to  quoting my original solution. I f  the problem 

itself does not have interest for readers, they may skip the rest of this section and move a t  once 

to  the section that follows. 

It is important at the beginning t o  reaffirm the proposition that gives rise t o  this problem. The 

theory we have presented holds steadfastly t o  the proposition that two or more men are {pg 

115) able t o  converse about one and the same object, an object 2 Some Questions 

About Language, pp. 88-90. 

which they apprehend in common and to which their namewords refer. That proposition, in 

fact, is the theory's point of departure. With that as an unquestioned given, the theory then 

undertakes t o  account for the communicative use of language by what i t  says concerning the 

role of subjective ideas as the means by which objects are apprehended, and by what i t  says 

concerning the role of objects as the significates or referents of name-words, words which 

acquired their referential significance by being voluntarily imposed upon the objects of 

perception, memory, imagination, and thought. 

The theory, however, also asserts that the ideas that each man has exist only in  hisown mind. 

Hence when two men appear to  be talking about one and the same object which they, both 

apprehend, each of them must have an idea by which he apprehends that object, an idea which 

is numerically distinct f rom the idea in the mind of the other man. If one of the men were to  

cease to  be, the idea which exists only in his own mind would also cease to  be; but its ceasing 

to be would leave totally unaffected the idea existing in the mind of the other man. 

This being so, it is certainly reasonable-more than that, obligatory-to ask how two 

numerically distinct ideas can be the means by which one and the same object is apprehended. 

Since the ideas are intrinsically inapprehensible, i.e., unexaminable or uninspectable, we cannot 

answer the question by examining the ideas themselves; nor can we answer it by assuring 

ourselves in a variety of ways that the two men are in fact talking about one and the same 

object. When we do examine instances of human discourse in which men appear to  be talking 



about one and the same object, we find that what appears to  be the case is not  always actually 

in fact the case. Sometimes, the course of a critically conducted and sustained conversation will 

reveal that the participants in it are operating with different ideas and so have different objects 

in mind, objects that overlap in certain respects but are distinct in others. On the other hand, 

the steps in a conversation which attempt to  check the identity of the object being discussed 

will sometimes confirm beyond {pg 116) reasonable doubt that the two men are in fact using 

words to  refer to  one and the same object, an object that is commonly apprehended by both of 

them. 

This leads us to  a restatement of the problem to  be solved. The task is not to show that two 

men, having numerically distinct ideas, are necessarily referring to one and the same object 

when their use of words suggests that they are talking about an object common to  them both. 

Rather, the task is to show how it can ever be possible for a conversation about one and the 

same object to  take place, in view of the fact that the persons engaged in discourse necessarily 

have numerically distinct ideas by which they apprehend the object they appear to  be 

discussing. 

A first approximation to a solution of the problem is as follows. The plurality o f  ideas, when two 

or more men are engaged in conversation, is an existential plurality which may be, but is not 

necessarily, combined with a unity of intention. Your idea and my idea, by which we apprehend 

a certain object, can be two in number existentially, even though they are identical in intention, 

each being an idea that functions as a means of apprehending the object in question. 

When two men successively utter the same word, the fact that the two utterances are 

numerically distinct does not prevent the sound they have uttered from being the same word; 

nor does i t  prevent that word from havingthe same referential significance. The case of two 

numerically distinct ideas would appear to  be similar. Though they are numerically distinct, 

they can be the same idea in intention, just as the twice-uttered word can be the same word 

and have the same meaning. There is, in short, nothing intrinsically impossible about there 

being in the minds of each of two men an idea that, functioning as a natural sign, has the same 

natural significate or referent. Each man has a numerically distinct instance of the same idea, an 

idea that is the same precisely because what it signifies or intends is the same, namely, the 

object which i t  is the means of apprehending. Hence we seem able to reach the conclusion that 

when the idea in the mind of one person is only numerically distinct from the {pg 117) idea in 

the mind of another, and identical in all other respects, the two ideas can be the means 

whereby the two men apprehend one and the same object. 

A rough physical analogy may help to  illustrate what has just been said. From the negative of a 

motion-picture film, two prints can be made. I f  the prints are properly made, they will be 

numerically distinct but identical in all other respects. If these two prints are then placed in two 



projectors, the projectors can be so focused that they throw perfectly overlapping images on 

the screen; in effect, one image projected from two films. Alternatively, images might be 

projected from the two films on screens placed side by side, and the most careful observation 

of them would not be able to  discern any difference between them, other than the fact that 

they are two. 

The identity of an object being discussed by two  men, each with his own idea as a means of 

apprehending it, is established by the discovery of no discernible difference between the object 

that one man is apprehending and the object apprehended by the other. There are two 

numerically distinct ideas at work here, just as there are two films running in the two 

projectors; but just as there is only one set of projected images on the screen, or two sets that 

are different only numerically, so there is only one object to  which the two  men are referring; 

or if there are two  objects, they are different only numerically and in no other respect. 

If someone were to  ask why it is that two ideas can have one object, but one idea cannot have 

two objects, the answer should be like the answer one would give if asked why two children 

can have one father, but one child cannot have two fathers. In the case of children and fathers, 

the fact that a father can have many children, but a child cannot have more than one father, is 

grounded in the very nature of the procreative relation. So, too, in the case of ideas and 

objects, the fact that one and the same object can be apprehended by many numerically 

distinct ideas, but one idea cannot be the means of apprehending more than one object, is 

grounded in the very nature of the cognitive relation which exists between an idea as that by 

which an object {pg 118) is apprehended and an object as that which is apprehended by an 

idea. 

One point of perplexity remains to  challenge the solution thus far offered. ... I said that ideas, 

which are themselves products of the mind's activity, produce the objects that we apprehend. 

Without the act of perceiving, and the percept thus produced, there would beno perceptual 

object; without the act o f  understanding, and the concept thus produced, there would be no 

conceptual object; and so on. Considering the causal relation between an idea and the object i t  

produces, we are compelled t o  say that, if two numerically distinct ideas can be the means by 

which two men apprehend one and the same object, i t  must follow that two numerically 

distinct causes can be productive of one and the same effect. 

It is a generally accepted view that this cannot happen in the physical world. In the realm of real 

existences, the operation of numerically distinct causes would necessarily result in the 

production of numerically distinct effects. If two causes were only numerically distinct, and 

identical in all other respects (e.g., the striking of two matches), the two effects (e.g., two 

flames) might be only numerically distinct, while identical in all other respects, but they would, 



nevertheless, be at least numerically distinct. How, then, can we say that two ideas are 

productive of one and the same effect-one apprehended object? 

Two answers suggest themselves, the first less satisfactory than the second. If one were to  

concede that, in the sphere of cognition, causality operates exactly as it does in the realm of 

physical things, one would be led to the conclusion that when each of two men has an idea that 

is only numerically distinct from the idea in the mind of the other, the objects causally 

produced by those ideas must also be numerically distinct. To this, we must add that if they are 

distinct only numerically, and different in no other discernible respect, then their numerical 

twoness can be overlooked, for  they have the identity of indiscernibles in all other respects. The 

two men have one object before them. 

It is, however, not  necessary t o  make the concession indicated. (pg 119)Apprehended objects 

are entities that exist intentionally. They are not physical entities possessing real existence. The 

difference between real and intentional existence, and with it, perhaps, the difference between 

the mode of existence that is appropriate t o  physical things or events and the mode of 

existence that is appropriate t o  apprehended objects, may explain why, in the realm o f  

intentionally existing objects, one and the same object may be the single effect produced by 

the causal operation of numerically distinct ideas, whereas in the realm o f  really existing things, 

that can never be the case (i.e., a single effect cannot be produced by the operation of 

numerically distinct causes). 

Fully to  understand the force of what has just been said requires an understanding of the role 

of matter in the determination of the numerical diversity of two physical things that are two 

only in number or in space-time, and identical in all other respects. I f  one could fully 

understand how matter is the principle of individuation, causing two physical things which are 

otherwise identical to be distinct in number or in space-time, one might then also fully 

understand why individuation does not take place in  the case of objects which do not have 

physical existence and do not involve matter. 

Stated another way, if two objects were identical in all respects except number, there would be 

nothing to individuate them and make them two in number. Hence two numerically distinct 

ideas which are identical in intention can be the means of apprehendingone and the same 

object, even though that one object is causally produced by two numerically distinct ideas. The 

numerical diversity of the ideas results from the numerical diversity of the persons in whose 

minds they are; but since the object apprehended by the two minds does not exist in the two 

minds that apprehend it, the twoness of the minds does not result in a numerical diversification 

of the object apprehended. Nor can any other factor be thought of which might result in such 

diversification. 



This is as far as I can carry the solution of the problem we have been confronting. That solution 

calls attention to  a number {pg 120) of points which deserve consideration; it overcomes 

certain difficulties while, a t  the same time, engendering others. It succeeds in solving the 

problem only to  the extent that one is able to  understand matters that lie at the very heart of 

the problem upon which the solution rests, such as, for example, the source or root of 

numerical diversification3 

Having established the intentional, but not real existence of all objects of thought, let us now 

compare the scope of the thinkable with that of the knowable reality that exists independently 

of our acts of thought. Let us postpone for the moment the further question whether 

everything that really exists is knowable, adequately or inadequately. 

Among the objects of thought that exist in reality, some are mutable and some immutable. The 

former constitute that realm of reality known as the realm of becoming-of things or entities 

that come into being and pass away-and that, while in existence, are subject to  changes of 

various sorts while retaining an enduring identity. 

As long as they have that identity while undergoing change, they have the inertia of being; that 

is, whatever are the causes of their coming into being, they remain in being by inertia until 

counteracting causes terminate their being and they pass away. 

All material or physical existences are temporal and mutable beings, but not all temporal and 

mutable beings are material or physical 3 lbid., pp.106-112. 

Reality also includes contingent and necessary beings; the former capable of coming into being 

and passing away, the latter incapable of not being; and among contingent beings, some are 

superficially contingent, suffering transformation into something else when they lose {pg 121) 

their identity, and some are radically contingent, passing into nothing when they cease to  be. 

In the realm of becoming, which is the realm of time, the real existence of things is qualified by 

temporal modalities-past, present, and future. Entities that once existed no longer are actual, 

but they still have intentional existence insofar as they are objects of memory. But much of the 

past is not remembered at all, so it has no present reality. 

Actual existence is always in the present; and conversely, whatever exists at any present 

moment in the passage of time exists actually, and may also exist intentionally as a perceptual 

object or an object of thought. But the content of reality is not exhausted by what once did 

really exist in the past and what does actually exist in the present, for reality includes the future 

as well as the past and present. 



The future is that aspect of reality in the realm of becomingthat includes everything possible. 

Possible entities or eventsare that which can be, and may or may not be,among which are 

those things that, with some degree of probability, will be. The possible is not limited to  the 

probable. It includes everything that can be and may be, only a small portion of which may now 

have intentional existence-imaginable, conceivable, and predictable. There is much that is 

possible which we can neither imagine nor conceive; and as possible it is an aspect of reality 

that is not actual. Another word for such realities is "potential." 

The fundamental metaphysical distinctions are (1) between that which exists subjectively and 

privately and that which exists objectively and publicly; (2) between intentional and real 

existence; (3) between real and potential real existence; (4) between contingent and necessary 

real existence-that which may or may not be and that which must be. What lies completely 

outside reality in all its modes of being is the impossible-that which cannot be and is, 

therefore, absolutely {pg 122)void of being; or, that is, nothing. What once was called the 

antithesis of being and non-being can also be called the antithesis of reality and nothingness. 

When in some theistic religions it is said that God created the world exnihilo (out of nothing) 

what is referred t o  is not the nothingness of impossibility, but rather a possible reality that is 

not actually in existence. When i t  is said that God could have created other worlds than this, 

what is being said is that reality includes other possibilities that were not actualized. 

The distinction between the mutable and temporal aspects of reality and the immutable and 

nontemporal involves the distinction between time and eternity. Eternity is not everlasting 

time-time without beginning or end. The physical cosmos may be everlasting or infinite in 

time, but it is not eternal. All contingent beings are temporal ones; only that which exists 

necessarily and immutably is eternal. 

Reality, in short, is that which has existed, does exist, can exist, may exist, and will exist, 

whether we think about it or not, and no matter how we thinkabout it. To all the clauses in this 

statement should be added the antithetical modalities of the necessary and the contingent, the 

mutable and the immutable, the temporal and the nontemporal or eternal. Outside reality is 

the impossible-the unthinkables. 

There are still other modalities to  consider: whether that which exists exists in itself or in 

another (i.e., as an individual substance or as an accident or attribute thereof); as a part of an 

organized whole or as an organized whole; or as the member of the whole that is merely an 

aggregate, not  an organized whole; as members of a class or as a class that has members. This 

last distinction calls for one comment. When the mind conceptually apprehends an object of 

thought concerning {pg 123) which the question is whetherthat object also has actual 



existence in reality, the question asked can be answered by saying either (1) that perceptual 

instances of that class of objects can be found or (2) the class conceptually apprehended as an 

object of thought cannot be perceptually instantiated, but its existence in reality can only be 

inferred, or not. 

This brings us, finally, to  the mention of the great metaphysical arguments: for the reality o f  

God; for the reality of free will; for the immateriality of the human intellect; and for the 

immortality of the intellectual soul. These arguments, i f  sound, are, over and above all the 

distinctions we have so far considered, the fundamental core of metaphysical knowledge. 

In each case, the question about existence in reality is being asked about an object that has 

intentional existence as an object of thought. One could not ask, for example, whether such 

incorporeal entities as angels have existence in reality, unless i t  was first possible t o  hold angels 

before our minds as objects of thought. That is why the statement by Thomas Hobbes (that the 

word "angel" is without any meaning at all because it refers to  an incorporeal substance) is 

such a serious error. 

If one could not use words to  name objects of thought that have only intentional, but no real 

existence, as well as those that have both intentional and real existence, the great problems of 

metaphysics would be precluded from being raised. Being able to raise such metaphysical 

questions leaves open the question whether they can be answered affirmatively. I f  materialism 

could ever be proved by well-grounded negative answers to  the metaphysical questions that 

have just been posed, that would turn materialism from dogmatic and unfounded opinion into 

metaphysical knowledge. 

-Mortimer J. Adler The 4 Dimensions of Philosophy -- Metaphysical, Moral, 

Objective and Categorical 1993 


