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The sorts of things we will talk about in this course and why they matter:   

                

This introduction to philosophy course will focus on the question: “What is Science?” 

We will try to answer this question together throughout the semester by reading a number 

of different authors who have tried to answer this question for themselves throughout 

history. Our time together will be divided into five segments, which follow these attempts 

through our Western history in different ways. Each segment of this course explores 

problems one must face when thinking about and trying to make sense of the natural 

world. The overall goal of this course, however, is to encourage you to develop a broad 

sensitivity to the history of Science, an institution that is immensely important to our 

contemporary way of life. In other words, we will attempt to gain a better grasp on how 

we should react to when someone says, “It has been scientifically proven!” This course 

takes science as its topic, but it is not technical or scientific. We will read a variety of 

literary works on the topic of science, as well as more traditional philosophical essays. 

None of the authors we will read would be considered scientists by today’s standards. 

 

Segment One, The Human as the One who explains Nature                    

The texts we will study in this segment are from Ancient and Medieval philosophy 

(roughly 350BCE-1300AD). Each of the authors we will study here seem to have been 

primarily concerned with giving an overall picture of reality: how it works on its most 

basic level, how we should understand all the objects we see around us every day, both 

natural and human-made, how to understand the structure of the world as a whole, what 

drives it, and how we should live on the basis of all this. The main philosophical 

argument in this section will be between Aristotle and Thomas, who view nature as 

having purpose and design, and Lucretius, who views nature as the product of random 

chance.            

  

Segment Two, The Human as the One who Seeks Nature 

The texts we will study in this segment are from (or are about) the beginning of the early 

modern period (roughly 1500AD-1650AD). These authors are afraid that we will never 

get anywhere in our study of the natural world if we don’t take the time to formulate a 

rational and systematic way of investigating it. The authors in the first segment were, of 

course, concerned with giving a systematic picture of the world, but there is a worry that 

they were too concerned with making everything in nature fit together neatly instead of 

engaging in systematic observations and experiments to test their positions. If carried out 



carefully, these modern authors argue, nature will show itself to us in a clear and distinct 

way. The emphasis on experiment in natural science arises here for the first time, and it is 

still with us today.  

 

Section Three, The Human as the One who Values (then Seeks Nature) 

The texts we will study in this segment are less chronological than the texts in the 

previous segments, through they were written roughly between 1850AD-1950AD. In this 

segment and the one that follows it, we will be less interested in the history of science 

and more interested some of the ways we can challenge the idea that science is simply a 

matter of experimentation and careful observation. Scientists do not exist by themselves. 

Instead, they have to deal with the broader human world, which sometimes has an interest 

in silencing scientific research. Perhaps it is even the case that these non-scientific (say, 

religious or political) concerns actually shape the way science is done and help determine 

what kinds of things we study scientifically, and what kinds of things we do not. 

 

Section Four, The Human as the One who Determines Nature  

The texts we will study in this segment have been written in the past fifty years. Here, we 

will think about the role of the scientist herself while observing nature. This is a slightly 

different way of thinking about how things outside of science can have a determining 

effect on how we come into contact with truths about the world. We tend to think that one 

of the virtues of scientific discoveries are that they could have been discovered by anyone 

at anytime if someone were looking carefully enough. This may not, in fact, be the case. 

Historical events may have a determining factor in what we discover and when. Also, 

personal identity of the one who is looking may determine what he or she sees in an 

experiment. Further, it might be the case that approaching science experimentally may, in 

fact, hide many truths about nature. This segment will try to show that scientific truth 

involves the scientist’s biography in an important way. 

 

Section Five, The Human as the One who Re-imagines Nature  

The final text we will study is a recent novel that asks us to think about role of 

imagination in scientific pursuits. Science is, above all, thought to be something humans 

are able to do because they are rational beings, ones who can use something like a careful 

scientific method to uncover nature. The story is told, however, that Einstein, one of the 

greatest scientists in our history attained his most important scientific breakthrough—the 

theory of special relativity—by imagining how the world might be different from the way 

it was thought to be at the time. Here, we will consider the importance of trying to ignore 

what we think we know about the way the world is for the sake of re-discovering our 

familiar world in a new and strange way.  

 

Why this course is good even if you don’t plan on becoming a philosophy major: 

Because I respect your time and know that you have many obligations unrelated to my 

course throughout the semester, I will never assign you “busy work.” Your assignments 

are designed to help you develop the a number of skills that are fundamental, not only to 



your success in this course, but also to your success in college, your success in whatever 

profession you will eventually take up, and life in general. 

 

General course goals: 

 

• Develop the habit of listening carefully to others and responding in 

a thoughtful manner 

• Be able to do the appropriate background research that is required 

before starting a reading or writing assignment 

• Develop the habit of re-reading, marking key passages, looking up 

words or concepts you don’t understand, and taking detailed notes  

• Be able to offer a clear and accurate explanation of an argument 

that has been presented to you 

• Be able to develop your own ideas and express them in a way that 

allows them to be heard  

 

Specific course goals:  

 

• Be able to give examples of the different ways humans have 

thought about the natural world throughout history 

• Be able to give examples of the kinds of fundamental choices 

someone must make when trying to give an explanation of reality 

• Be able to describe the tension between science and other social 

forces, such as religion, politics, and gender-bias 
• Be able to discuss the ways in which science can give us ‘truth’ 

and the ways it cannot 

• Be able to give examples of the ways in which the practice of 

science might rest, not on truth, but on usefulness, chance, personal 

identity, or imagination 

 

Required Texts (available at the bookstore or online): 

1) The Basic Works of Aristotle [ISBN-10: 0375757996 ISBN-13: 978-

0375757990] 

2) De Rerum Natura (The Nature of Things) [ISBN-10: 0520255933 ISBN-13: 

978-0520255937] 

3) Discourse on Method and Meditations on First Philosophy [ISBN-10: 

0872207986 | ISBN-13: 978-0872207981] 

 

4) Life of Galileo [ISBN-10: 0802130593 | ISBN-13: 978-0802130594] 

 

5) On Truth and Untruth [ISBN-10: 0061990469 | ISBN-13: 978-0061990465] 



 

6) Copenhagen [ISBN-10: 0385720793 |ISBN-13: 978-0385720793] 

7) Einstein’s Dreams [ISBN-10: 140007780X | ISBN-13: 978-1400077809] 

8) All other required readings will be available through BlackBoard or online.  

You will need to PRINT your own copies of these texts and bring them to class with you 

on the days they are assigned so that it will be easier to follow along when we look at 

quotations in class or work through complex passages. Unless you have a documented 

condition that requires the use of a laptop or other electronic device in the 

classroom, you may not use any such device during class. It would be good to get a 

three-ring binder to help keep these printed materials and other course handouts 

organized.  

Grade Assessment:  15% Attendance and Participation in class discussions 

         15% In-class and Take-home Assignments 
         20% Paper One 

               25% Paper Two 
         25% Paper Three 

 
Papers: Papers will be due via BlackBoard (electronic submission of .doc or .docx file) 

by 5 pm on the day they are due.   

Other Policies: 

 

• Attendance: If you miss more than 6 classes, you will fail the class. Class 

discussion will be an important part of your participation grade. Please note 

that missing the class does not mean an automatic extension on all papers or 

assignments that happen to be due that day. If you know you will be unable to 

attend class, please email me, preferably beforehand. Absences for which you 

have a documented excuse (such as a doctor’s note) will not count toward this 

total. However, in order to receive participation for missed classes, you will 

have to complete whatever assignments may have been given while you were 

gone in a timely manner.  

• Statement on Disabilities: Villanova seeks to make reasonable academic 

accommodations for students with disabilities. If you are a person with a 

disability, please contact me outside of class, and make arrangements to 

register with the Learning Support Office by calling 610/519-5636; or sending 

and e-mail to nancy.mott@villanova.edu. 
• Technology: You may not use laptops, phones, or other electronic devices 

during class sessions unless you have a documented condition that allows for 

it.  



• Statement on Academic Integrity:  This course will enforce strictest standards 

of academic integrity.  All papers must have scrupulous documentation of any 

sources you use, following the MLA format.  You also are expected to follow 

any other rules given by the instructor regarding acceptable and unacceptable 

collaboration on any given assignment.  Again, please ask for clarification if 

you are the least bit unsure.   When doing tests and quizzes, be sure you do 

not attempt to give or receive unauthorized information.  Violations of the 

academic integrity code will typically result in a failure for the course.  For 

further details about Villanova's academic integrity policy, please consult 

www.vpaa.villanova.edu/academicintegrity. 

• Grading and Questions about Grades: Check BlackBoard for your grades. 

Villanova grading policies can be found at: 

http://www.villanova.edu/enroll/registrar/grades/policy/defined.htm. Please 

keep copies of all of the work you submit throughout the semester. If you 

have concerns about a grade, please resubmit your work to me, with a written 

explanation of your concern or question. I will reread your work and return it 

to you with written comments.  If a grade change is warranted, I will also 

change your grade. Under no circumstances will your grade be lowered as a 

result of this process.  If you still have concerns or questions, please make an 

appointment to meet with me in person to discuss the work. Do not discuss the 

work with me until after you have resubmitted it and it has been returned to 

you. 

• Late Work:  Late papers will be penalized one-third of a letter grade each day 

they are late, including weekend days (say from a B+ to a B). If you know in 

advance that you will need and extension, please contact me as soon as 

possible to see what can be done.  

• Writing Center: This is an excellence resource Villanova has for you to get 

assistance on your written work, and there are even Philosophy graduate 

students there to assist you that you can request specifically. The website can 

be found at: http://www.writingcenter.villanova.edu 
 

https://legacy.villanova.edu/owa/redir.aspx?C=1265a6c74d654f80b64e604c78df7f4e&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.writingcenter.villanova.edu%2f


Schedule of Reading Assignments 
 

NOTE: All assignments listed are due on the day they are listed. These assignments are 

subject to change. Check BlackBoard for the most up-to-date information. 
 

Human as the One who Explains Nature 

 

Week 1 

 

8/27: Introduction: What is Philosophy? Why think about Science? 

 

8/29: Lindberg- Science and Its Origins- handout 

 

8/31: Aristotle- Physics, book 2, chapter 1 

 

Week 2 

 

9/3: no class- Labor day 

 

9/5: Aristotle- Physics 2.1, 3 

 

9/7: Aristotle- Physics 2.4-5 

 

Week 3 

 

9/10: Aristotle- Physics 2.7-8, Parts of Animals 1.1, 1.5  

 

9/12: Aristotle- On the Heavens  

 

9/14: Lucretius- De Rerum Natura (The Nature of Things) 

 

Week 4 

 

9/17: Lucretius- De Rerum Natura  

 

9/19: Lucretius- De Rerum Natura 

 

9/21: Lucretius- De Rerum Natura 

 

Week 5 

 

9/24: Lucretius- De Rerum Natura 

 

9/26: St. Thomas- Selections- on BlackBoard 

 

9/28: St. Thomas- Selections- on BlackBoard 



 

Human as the One who Seeks Nature 

 

Week 6 

 

8/1: Foucault- The Order of Things- on BlackBoard 

 

8/3: Foucault- The Order of Things- on BlackBoard 

 

8/5: Bacon- New Organon- online at www.earlymoderntexts.com (Paper 1 due) 

 

Week 7 

 

8/8: no class- Columbus Day 

 

8/10: Bacon- New Organon- online  

 

8/12: Bacon- New Organon- online  

 

Week 8- no class- Fall Break 

 

Week 9 

 

8/22: Descartes- Discourse on Method  

 

8/24: Descartes- Discourse on Method  

 

8/26: Descartes- Discourse on Method  

 

Week 10 

 

8/29: Descartes- Discourse on Method 

 

Human as the One who Values (then Seeks Nature) 

 

8/31: Brecht- Life of Galileo 

 

11/2: Brecht- Life of Galileo 

 

Week 11 

 

11/5: Brecht- Life of Galileo 

 

11/7: Brecht- Life of Galileo 

 

11/9: Brecht- Life of Galileo 



 

Week 12 

 

11/12: Nietzsche- On Truth and Lie in a Non-moral Sense  

 

11/14: Nietzsche- Selections 

 

11/16: Nietzsche- Selections (paper 2 due) 

 

Human as the One who Determines Nature 

 

Week 13 

 

11/19: Frayn- Copenhagen 

 

11/21: no class- Thanksgiving Break 

 

11/23: no class- Thanksgiving Break 

 

Week 14 

 

11/26: Frayn- Copenhagen 

 

11/28: Feminist Critiques of Science- on BlackBoard  

 

11/30: Feminist Critiques of Science- on BlackBoard  

 

Week 15 

 

12/3: Heidegger- The Age of the World Picture- on BlackBoard 

 

12/5: Heidegger- The Age of the World Picture- on BlackBoard 

 

12/7: Heidegger- The Age of the World Picture- on BlackBoard 

 

Human as the One who Re-imagines Nature 

 

Week 16 

 

12/10: Lightman- Einstein’s Dreams 

 

12/12: Lightman- Einstein’s Dreams  

 

 

Finals Session: (paper 3 due) 

 


