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1. RSp2:  “We are nowadays less confident than the spokesmen of the Enlightenment that there 
had been an unambiguous triumph of rationality over obfuscation, or that our own modern 
science is a neutral and inevitable product of progress.”  What aspects of science does this 
view concern, its truth or its applications?  To the extent that the judgement is correct, what 
happened to cause the change?  Do you share the view expressed? 

2. RSp2:  “No historical understanding of Copernicus’s belief in the motion of the earth around 
the sun comes from the proposition that his belief was true.  Copernicus believed what he did 
for various reasons, which it is the job of the historian to find out; truth or falsity are 
determined by arguments, and it is the arguments that can be studied historically.”  Are the 
sorts of considerations that count as reasons for true propositions different from those that 
count as reasons for false propositions?  Do (honest) thinkers who reach false conclusions 
arrive at them by a different route from that taken by those who reach true conclusions? 

3. RSp4-7:  If Aristotelian medieval philosophy was aimed at explanation, what was it not 
aimed at? 

4. RSp4:  In what way can the syllogism regarding Socrates’ mortality be regarded as circular, 
as Bacon pointed out?  How can the syllogism be understood to avoid this criticism? 

5. RSp5:  For medieval Aristotelians, what did “experience” mean?  What was its source? 

6. RSp5; Ip2,9:  Explain the Greek words episteme and techne.  How were they translated into 
Latin?  In 1500, what did “science” mean?  What did the Greek word physis mean?  What is 
natural philosophy?  In 1500, what was there that was not natural, and thus not to be 
explained by natural philosophy (physics)? 

7. RSp6; Ip12-13:  Note Dear’s reference to two new forms of explanation:  “mechanical 
explanations” and “mathematical formalisms”.  These developments will constitute a major 
theme in the course.  What if anything do these two new forms of explanation have to do 
with each other?  How did these two concepts of explanation shape the reception of 
Newton’s theory of gravity? 

8. RSp7:  What is an experiment? 



9. In his introduction to The Intelligibility of Nature, Dear says that the goals and 
accomplishments of science concern both truth and power—both understanding nature and 
controlling it.  It is often thought that the truth of science is the reason why it works.  It is 
also often thought that the fact that science works is evidence for its truth.  What historical 
facts does Dear cite to undermine our confidence in these two ideas? 

10. Ip9:  The difference between the natural philosophy of the heavens (which we could call 
cosmology) and astronomy will occupy a central role in this course.  What was that 
difference? 

11. I; K:  What does it mean to “understand” something? 

12. How is explanation related to understanding?  Is there more than one way of explaining 
something?  What different types of explanation can you give examples of? 

13. Ip14:  What do you make of Dear’s statement, “Evidently, then, there are no timeless, 
ahistorical criteria for determining what will count as satisfactory to the understanding. 
Assertions of intelligibility can be understood only in the particular cultural settings that 
produce them.”? 

14. Kp24-28:  Kuhn describes four major phases in the history of ideas of causation.  How well 
do you understand them? 

15. Kp22-23:  Kuhn distinguishes “narrow” and “broad” concepts of causation.  What is the 
narrow conception and where does it come from?  How does the “broad” conception of 
causation relate to the idea of an explanation? 

16. Kp23:  Kuhn writes “… the narrow notion [of causation] is often taken to be fundamental, 
and the broader concept is made to conform to it, often with resulting violence.”  
Developments in the philosophy (and mathematics) of causation since Kuhn have, in a sense, 
reversed this judgement.  At the end of the course we will study the claim that Kuhn’s 
“narrow” concept of causation is the central—or prototypical—concept, and that it is 
appropriately stretched and extended in various ways to account for all of the less 
prototypical uses of the idea.


