
History of Philosophy: Modern 
Color. Perspective. Cause. 

Phil 2172 

Fall Semester 2019  
Temple University 

Time and Location 

Tuesday/Thursday 9:30 am - 10:50 am, Anderson Hall 806 

Instructor 

Dr. Colin Chamberlain 
Office: Anderson Hall 746 
Office Hours: Tuesday, 11 am - 12 pm (or by appointment) 
Email: colin.chamberlain@temple.edu 

Description 

This class is organized around three main topics: (1) the idea of a colorless world, (2) perspective, and (3) 
causation. We will look at the way early modern philosophers—from Descartes (1596–1650) to Hume 
(1711–1776)—grapple with these problems in light of the dramatic changes taking place in the science of 
the day (collectively known as the scientific revolution). One of the most important scientific 
developments is the rise of mechanism, roughly, the idea that nature as a whole is fully describable in 
terms of matter in motion, like a machine or clockwork. Mechanism generates philosophical problems 
because it is unclear how various interesting phenomena—such as color, consciousness, freewill, value, 
beauty, causal power, etc.—could exist in a world that consists of just matter in motion. There aren’t 
many mechanists anymore. But color, value, beauty, etc. don’t seem to fit into the world described by 
modern physics either, and so we are still grappling today with many of the same problems as the early 
moderns.   

Grades and Due Dates 

Reading Sheets and Participation: 15% 
First Writing Assignment (2-3 pages): 15% (due September 17) 
Second Writing Assignment (3-4 pages): 25% (due October 8) 
Third Writing Assignment (5 pages): 30% (due November 14) 
Museum Report: 15% (due December 5) 

Required Texts  

René Descartes, Meditations, Objections, and Replies, trans. & ed. R. Ariew & D. Cress (Hackett), 
abbreviated AC below. 
Margaret Cavendish, Margaret Cavendish: Essential Writings, ed. D. Cunning (Oxford), abbreviated C 
below.  
George Berkeley, Three Dialogues between Hylas and Philonous, ed. R. Adams (Hackett). 
David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, ed. E. Steinberg (Hackett).  

All other texts will be available as PDFs on the course website. 

Reading Sheets 
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For EVERY class, unless otherwise indicated on the course schedule, you will prepare a short reading 
sheet to bring to class (typed, if possible). This reading sheet should include (a) answers to the reading 
questions on the course schedule, and (b) at least one question of your own about the reading. You will 
give me a hardcopy at the end of class. These readings sheet will help make sure that everybody does the 
reading, without the anxiety of pop quizzes, so that we can make the most of our time together. I will 
check to make sure that you have done the reading sheets, but I will not return them with comments. Of 
course you are always welcome and encouraged to swing by my office to talk about your answers to the 
reading questions! 

Are these going to be a lot of work? Absolutely. They will force you to do all the reading and think about 
some of the most interesting philosophical questions around. But isn’t that why you’re here? 

Participation 

Because you are all going to be so well prepared for class, I assume that you will all be ready and excited 
to discuss the material. I will try to set aside some time every class for discussion and questions. If, for 
whatever reason, you feel very anxious about talking in class, you can fulfill the participation requirement 
by coming to office hours.  

Written Assignments 

You will have the opportunity to write three papers over the course of the semester. The sequence of these 
papers is designed to give you the skills you need to write a solid philosophy paper. The first writing 
assignment, due September 17 in class, will ask you to explain a philosophical claim. The second writing 
assignment, due October 8 in class, will ask you to both explain and criticize a philosophical claim. The 
third and final paper will ask you to explain a philosophical claim, reconstruct an author’s argument for 
this claim, and then criticize the argument. 

Museum Report 

On Tuesday, December 3 you and a partner will take a self-guided field trip to one of Philadelphia’s 
museums (either the Barnes Foundation, the Philadelphia Museum of Art, or both). Prior to the field trip, 
you and your partner will create a list of all the positions/arguments we have discussed up to this point 
and write a short (one to three sentence) description of each one. You will then use this document as the 
basis for an artistic scavenger hunt. Your mission is to find an artwork that exemplifies each of the 
positions/arguments you identify, to snap a picture, and then to explain why or how the artwork 
exemplifies the position/argument in question. You will send me an electronic report on your museum trip 
— via e-mail — that includes pictures and text by 9:00 am on Thursday, December 5. Also, I would like 
you to prepare a short power point slide show (5 minutes or less)—a highlight reel, in effect—featuring 
the top three artwork/concept pairings to share with the class. Museum reports will primarily be graded on 
the extent to which they illustrate your understanding of the philosophical positions/arguments in 
question, so I’m going to be looking for accurate statements of the various positions. The point of this 
assignment is to get you to hold the entire course in your head at one time—much like a final exam, but 
without the anxiety. In the past, students have produced creative work for this assignment and I am 
excited to see what you come up with! *** If the cost of admission to the museum is any kind of barrier, 
please let me know and we can work something out. *** 

Late Policy  

Given the way this course is structured, it is extremely important that you complete the written 
assignments on time. I will thus deduct a whole letter grade for every day that assignments are late (so, 
for example, an A would go to a B), unless you request an extension from me at least 48 hours before the 
assignment is due. I am very liberal about granting extensions. All you need to do is ask. But if you need 
an extension, make sure you ask in advance.  
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Devices Policy 

No cellphones or laptops are allowed in class. If I catch you using a cellphone, this will count as an 
unexcused absence. I have a smartphone too. I know what it means when someone is staring into their lap 
for extended periods of time. This means that you will need to print the readings when we are not using 
one of the required texts.  

Plagiarism 

Cite all sources you use. If you are caught plagiarizing, you will receive an F on the assignment and I will 
report you to the department chair. 

Attendance Policy  

Attendance is mandatory. That being said, sometimes life happens. If you cannot attend for some 
legitimate reason you must notify me by email before class, in which case you will be excused without 
penalty. Excuses after the fact will not be accepted unless there is an emergency. I won’t ask for 
documentation, but will trust your integrity. You get two unexcused absences for free. Each subsequent 
absence will result in a deduction of your final grade by a step; for example, from B+ to B. 
Congratulations! You are reading the syllabus carefully. Don’t tell anyone else, but if you e-mail me a 
picture of a cute dog wearing a sweater by 9:30 am on Thursday, August 29, I will give you a 1% bonus. 

Extra Credit 

There are a few opportunities for extra credit in this class. If you come to Professor Alison Peterman’s 
talk on Margaret Cavendish, I will give you a 1% bonus: Friday, September 13, 3-5 pm in the Women’s 
Studies lounge (Anderson 821). If you participate in the Cavendish transcription marathon on September 
27th (more details to follow), I will give you a 2% bonus. 

Tardiness  

If you come to class more than 20 minutes late without a legitimate excuse, I reserve the right to deduct 
from your final grade as if your tardiness were an absence. 

Disability Statement 

This course is open to all students who meet the academic requirements for participation. Any student 
who has a need for accommodation based on the impact of a disability should contact the instructor 
privately to discuss the specific situation as soon as possible. Contact Disability Resources and Services 
at 215-204-1280 to coordinate reasonable accommodations for students with documented disabilities. 

Statement on Academic Freedom 

Freedom to teach and freedom to learn are inseparable facets of academic freedom. The University has 
adopted a policy on Student and Faculty Academic Rights and Responsibilities (Policy # 03.70.02) which 
can be accessed through the following link: http://policies.temple.edu/getdoc.asp?policy_no=03.70.02 

Course Calendar 

August 27: Introduction and Themes 

Required Reading: the syllabus 
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August 29: The Aristotelian World View 

This course is about the bumpy transition from a medieval world view to a recognizably modern one. But 
what was the medieval world view exactly? That’s our question for today. 

Reading Questions: (i) What are three important differences between the medieval world view and your 
world view? (ii) What, for Aristotle, explains the fact that smoke rises, while rocks fall? (iii) What is a 
complete substance composed of? (iv) What is a substantial form? (v) What are the four Aristotelian 
causes? 

Required Reading: Burtt, The Metaphysical Foundations of Modern Science; Cohen, The Birth of a New 
Physics; Grant, ‘Aristotelianism and the Longevity of the Medieval World View’; Des Chene, 
‘Aristotelian Natural Philosophy’. (n.b. Don’t be alarmed! The first three things are really short.) 

A WORLD WITHOUT COLOR 

René Descartes: Welcome to the Geometrical World 

September 3: The Method of Doubt: Madmen, Dreamers, and Evil Demons 

Knowledge requires certainty. You only know where you left your keys, for example, if you couldn’t 
possibly be wrong about where they are. In Meditation 1, Descartes argues that we have much less 
knowledge than we might have thought, especially when we rely on the senses. His strategy for 
establishing this negative claim is to show that many—and perhaps all— of our sense-based beliefs could 
be wrong, and, hence, fall short of knowledge. This is Descartes’s famous “method of doubt”.  

Reading Questions: (i) Descartes suggests that the fallibility of the senses calls some of our sense-based 
beliefs into doubt. Which beliefs are vulnerable to this kind of doubt? Which beliefs are immune? (ii) 
Why does Descartes bring up madness? Why does he set it aside? (iii) The possibility that we are 
dreaming suggests that many of our sense-based beliefs could be wrong, and, hence, fall short of 
knowledge. But does the possibility of dreaming show that all of our beliefs could be wrong? If not, why? 
(iv) Why does Descartes think we could be wrong that 2+3=5? Should we be worried about this? (v) 
What’s the point of going through all these skeptical, Matrix-like scenarios? Bonus question: to what 
extent do the arguments of Meditation 1 undermine our ordinary understanding of ourselves? 

Required Reading: Meditations on First Philosophy, Synopsis, Meditation 1 (AC pp. 6-13), and Letter 
to Mersenne, 28 January 1641 (available on website). 

Optional Commentary: Hatfield, ch. 3; Gaukroger, ch. 2 (Larmore, ‘Descartes and Skepticism’). 

September 5: The Cogito, & Sum Res Cogitans 

Where Meditation 1 undermines our pretensions to knowledge, Meditation 2 starts to rebuild from 
scratch, starting with knowledge of ourselves. 

Reading Questions: (i) What is Descartes’s Archimedean point? How does Descartes claim to establish 
this first bit of certainty? (ii) Has Descartes identified something that is genuinely certain, and, hence, 
immune to ALL the arguments raised in Meditation 1? (iii)What did Descartes formerly believe himself to 
be? And what does he currently believe himself to be?  (iv) What, if anything, stays the same about the 
piece of wax as it melts? What conclusions does Descartes draw from the wax example? 

Required Reading: Meditations on First Philosophy, Meditation 2 (AC pp. 13-19) 
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Optional Commentary:  Hatfield, ch. 4; Gaukroger, ch. 3 (Curley, “The Cogito and the Foundations of 
Knowledge”). 

September 10: The Truth Rule, Ideas, Reality, and Causes 

In Meditation 3, Descartes tries to extend his knowledge beyond his own mind. There’s a lot packed into 
this Meditation: a taxonomy of thoughts, degrees of reality, causal principles, and a few proofs for the 
existence of God. Buckle up! 

Reading Questions: (i) In paragraph 2, Descartes suggests a general formula for knowledge or truth. 
What is it? And why does he worry about this formula? (ii) What does Descartes mean by the term ‘idea’? 
What are the three main kinds of ideas? (iii) What is the difference between the objective and formal 
reality of an idea? How many degrees of reality are there? (iv) What causal axioms or principles does 
Descartes articulate on the paragraph that begins at the bottom of p. 22-23? Are they plausible? (v) How 
does Descartes use these causal principles to argue for God’s existence? 

Required Reading: Meditation 3 (AC pp. 19-29) 

Optional Commentary:  Hatfield, ch. 5; Gaukroger, chs. 4, 6 & 7 (Rozemond, “The Nature of the 
Mind”; Nadler, “The Doctrine of Ideas”; and Nolan and Nelson, “Proofs for the Existence of God”). 

September 12: Descartes’s Geometrical World I: The Existence of Body 

In Meditation 3, Descartes argued that God exists and is not a deceiver. In Meditation 4, Descartes draws 
out the implications of this result: namely, that Descartes can trust his cognitive faculties, and especially 
his clear and distinct perceptions. (Bonus question: how is this not circular?!?!) Thus, Descartes argues 
that everything he can clearly and distinctly perceive is true. He then uses this principle—sometimes 
called “the truth rule”—to argue for his new geometrical conception of the physical world. You can skim 
over Meditation 4. Focus on Descartes’s new conception of the physical world. 

Reading Questions: (i) How does Descartes explain the possibility of error in Meditation 4? Why does 
this possibility even seem puzzling to him? (ii) In the first few paragraphs of Meditation 5, Descartes 
spells out his concept of material things. What gets included in this context? (iii) What does Descartes 
mean when he says that ‘I am really distinct from my body and can exist without it’? And how does he 
argue for this claim? (iv) How does Descartes establish that material things exist? Why does Descartes 
refer to ‘pure mathematics’ in this context (p. 45)? 

Required Reading:  Meditations on First Philosophy, Meditation 4 & Meditation 5 ¶¶1-6 (AC 29-36); 
Meditation 6 ¶¶1-10 (AC 40-45). 

Optional Commentary: Hatfield, chs. 8-9; Gaukroger, ch. 10-11 (Clarke, “Descartes’ Proof of the 
Existence of Matter” and Cottingham, “The Mind-Body Relation”). 

September 17: Descartes’s Geometrical World II: The Essence of Body 

For Descartes, material things—like tables, chairs, plants and animals—are geometrical objects made 
actual. Imagine that the solids you study in geometry suddenly come to life. That’s what the physical 
world is like, according to Descartes. You can skim the selections from The World (1629-1633) to get a 
flavor of how this looks. Then I’d like you to dig into the Principles of Philosophy (1644), which is 
Descartes’s “textbook” version of his philosophy. 

Reading Questions: (i) What does Descartes mean by substance (Principles I.51)? (ii) What does 
Descartes mean by principal attribute (Principles I.53)? (iii) What does Descartes mean by extension? (iv) 
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Why does Descartes think that extension constitutes the nature of corporeal substance (Principles II.4)? 
Are you convinced by this argument? (v) Why does Descartes think that empty space is impossible 
(Principles II.11-12, 16-18)? 

Required Reading: The World (skim—selections available on website), Principles I.51-54, 68-9, 
Principles II.1-25  

September 19: Against Color 

One upshot of Descartes’s geometrical conception of material things is that objects are not really colored. 
Color exists ‘in the eye of the beholder,’ as it were. Sometimes Descartes expresses this point by saying 
that there is ‘no resemblance’ between our visual experience and objects. Descartes uses two main 
arguments for this conclusion: one is a conceptual argument, which turns on his view that extension 
constitutes the essence or nature of matter, the other is an explanatory argument, which turns on the 
assumption that it is possible to fully explain why people see objects as colored without assuming that 
objects actually are colored.  

Reading Questions on the Conceptual Argument: (i) What does Descartes mean by the ‘principal 
attribute’ of a substance? What does he mean when he says that all of a substance’s ‘other properties are 
referred’ to its principal attribute (Principles I.53)? (ii) How would this work in the case of body, whose 
principal attribute is extension? What does it mean to say that all of a corporal substance’s properties must 
be ‘referred’ to extension? (iii) Now, apply this to the case of color. For example, could the color green—
the distinctive property of greenness that washes over you when you look at grass and emeralds—be 
‘referred’ to extension in the relevant sense (Principles I.69-70)? (iv) How is this similar (or not) to 
Galileo’s argument in the Assayer? 

Reading Questions on the Explanatory Argument: (i) By what causal process does Descartes think 
sensations—including color sensations—are produced in the mind (Principles IV.189 & 195)? At what 
point is color first mentioned in this process? (ii) Descartes seems to think that corporeal objects can only 
act on our sensory organs via motion and impact, e.g. microscopic particles bounce off distance objects 
and then hit my eyes, which sets up vibrations in my nerves, and, eventually my brain. If an object were 
colored—say, if a tomato were red—would its redness be able to produce any motion (Principles IV.198)?  
Hint: Color is probably an example of a ‘real quality’ in this passage. What, if anything, does this entail 
about whether objects are colored? (iii) Suppose Descartes is right. Objects are not really colored. Color 
exists only in the mind. What does that even mean? 

Required Reading: Galileo, The Assayer (selections available on the website); Principles I.51-54, 65-70, 
Principles II.1-5 (the conceptual argument); The World, chs. 1-2; and Principles IV.188-199 (the 
explanatory argument) 

Optional Commentary: Cottingham, “Descartes on Color”; Downing, “Sensible Qualities and Material 
Bodies in Descartes and Boyle” 

The Mechanical Hypothesis: Boyle and Locke  

September 24: Boyle and the Mechanical Hypothesis 

Descartes argues for his geometrical conception of the physical world on conceptual or a priori grounds: 
‘from the armchair,’ as we might say. He thinks really hard about corporeal things, and concludes that 
they have got to be colorless, in the same way that a triangle must have three sides. Robert Boyle 
(1627-1691) and his ilk agree with Descartes’s basic picture of what the physical world is like, but argue 
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for this picture in a different way. Boyle holds that mechanism is a probable hypothesis, confirmed on the 
basis of experience. (Mostly. Boyle also appeals to some purely conceptual considerations, as we shall 
see.) 

n.b. Boyle uses the term ‘sensible quality’ to refer to colors, but also smells, tastes, sounds, etc. A sensible 
quality is tied to a particular sense modality—you can see colors, but not touch or smell them—and has a 
distinctive qualitative character. We will focus on the case of color, but he treats all sensible qualities 
similarly.  

Reading Questions: (i) What is the mechanical hypothesis (or, just “the hypothesis”) Boyle refers to? 
What claims does it include? What is a primary affection? What is a corpuscle? (ii) How does the 
mechanical hypothesis differ from Descartes’s account of the physical world? (iii) What considerations 
speak in favor of this hypothesis, according to Boyle? What are its pros? Any cons? (iii) How does Boyle 
get from the mechanical hypothesis to the conclusion that objects are not really colored? Or, rather, how 
does he establish that color is not among the primary affections of matter, alongside size, shape, etc? Does 
Boyle improve on Descartes’s explanatory argument in any significant way? (iv) If there were no living 
creatures, would bodies be colored?  

Required Reading: “A Recapitulation” from The Excellency of the Mechanical Hypothesis; 
Considerations and Experiments Touching the Origins of Qualities and Forms (p. 18-37) 

Optional Commentary: Downing, “Sensible Qualities and Material Bodies in Descartes and Boyle”; 
Hattab, “The Mechanical Philosophy” 

September 26: Locke, Under-Laborer for the Sciences and the Way of Ideas 

Whereas Descartes takes philosophy to provide the foundations for physics and natural science, John 
Locke (1632-1704) suggests a rather different picture of the philosopher’s role: as an under-laborer for the 
sciences, whose task is to clear the ground for the work of scientists like Boyle and Isaac Newton 
(1642-1727). Locke was very impressed by Boyle’s mechanical approach, and takes it more or less for 
granted in the Essay on Human Understanding. Instead, Locke focuses on our ability to understand the 
world of matter in motion: what kind of ideas can we have of it?  

Reading Questions: (i) What does Locke mean by the term ‘idea’? (ii) Where do ideas come from? 
Locke identifies two ultimate sources of our ideas in II.i.2-4. What are they? What is the difference 
between them? (iii) What is Locke’s strategy for showing that all of our ideas come from one of these two 
sources? What reason does Locke offer in II.vii.10 for thinking that this strategy is going to work? (iv) 
How does Locke characterize simple ideas in II.ii.1? How about in II.ii.2? How about II.i.25? Are these 
different characterizations of simple ideas equivalent? Would an idea of green count as simple according 
to all three of these characterizations? How about an idea of a triangle? Solidity? (v) What contrast is 
Locke drawing between qualities and ideas in II.ii.1? (vi) What division of simple ideas does Locke offer 
in II.iii.1? How would he classify the idea of blue? The idea of square? The idea of hoping? The idea of 
straightness? (vii) What is a complex idea? 

Required Reading: Essay on Human Understanding, “The Epistle to the Reader”; Essay I.i, “The 
Introduction”; Essay II.i.1-8, 25, II.ii-iii; II.vi-vii, II.ix, and II.xii 

October 1: Locke on Color and the Sensible/Secondary Qualities 

Locke, like Descartes and Boyle, agrees that material things are not colored in the way they appear to be. 
Sure, there’s some mechanical configuration of an apple—its microscopic surface texture, for example—
in virtue of which the apple reflects light in a certain way, such that it produces a sensation of red (i.e. a 
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visual appearance of red) in us. And sure, go ahead and use the word ‘red’ to refer to that mechanical 
configuration if you want. But don’t make the mistake of thinking that there’s anything like the redness 
you experience—which we might refer to as phenomenal or sensuous color—in the apple. There’s just 
matter variously arranged. What kinds of arguments does Locke use to establish this position? 

Reading Questions: (i) What is the difference between ideas and qualities? (ii) What’s the difference 
between primary, secondary, and tertiary qualities? Where does color fit in? (iii) How does the example of 
the grain of wheat help Locke argue that bodies are not really colored (Essay II.viii.9)? (iv) Locke’s 
central argument for the claim that material things are not really colored—or, as he puts it, that our ideas 
of color do not resemble anything in objects—is similar to Descartes’s explanatory argument (Essay 
II.viii.11-15). How would you reconstruct Locke’s version? Any important differences? (v) How does 
Locke use the porphyry example to show that bodies aren’t really colored (Essay II.viii.19)? (vi) Any 
other important arguments?  

Required Reading: Locke,  Essay on Human Understanding, II.viii.7-26. 

Cavendish the Anti-Mechanist 

October 3: Cavendish’s Early Flirtation with Atomism 

Margaret Cavendish (1623-1673), Duchess of Newcastle, is notable in the early modern period for 
resisting the rise of mechanism. In her early works, however, she at least flirts with the mechanical 
philosophy, writing a series of atomic poems. Figuring out why she moves away from her early atomism 
will give us important clues as to why she adopts her mature view: vital materialism. 

Reading Questions: (i) What picture of the world do Cavendish’s atomic poems suggest? Is it more like 
Descartes’s or Boyle/Locke’s? (ii) Are the poems about fairies really about atoms? (iii) How does 
Cavendish argue against the possibility of a vacuum or empty space? How do her arguments compare to 
Descartes’s? Why is this a problem for atomism? (iv) How does Cavendish argue for the divisibility of 
matter? How does this compare to Descartes? Why is this a problem for atomism? (v) Why does 
Cavendish think that atomism would lead to a ‘horrid confusion’ in nature? Is that an effective critique of 
atomism? 

Required Reading: Poems and Fancies, ch. 6: Atomic poems—‘A World made by Atomes,’ ‘The weight 
of Atomes,’ ‘The bignesses of Atomes,’ … ‘Of many Worlds in this World’ (C 151-153); Fairy poems
—‘Of small Creatures, such as we call Fairies’ and ‘The Fairies in the Braine, may be the causes of many 
thoughts’ (169-170); Philosophical and Physical Opinions, ‘A Condemning Treatise of Atoms’ (C 41-42), 
‘There is no Vacuity’ (C 43); Observations on Experimental Philosophy I, XIX, XXXI (C 99, 104-5, 
110-112). 

Recommended Fun Reading: Margaret the First, by Danielle Dutton (a novel about Margaret 
Cavendish!) 

Optional Commentary: Detlefsen, “Atomism, Monism, and Causation in the Natural Philosophy of 
Margaret Cavendish” 

October 8: Cavendish’s Arguments for Materialism 

Cavendish is a materialist: she holds that the natural world is material through and through (though she 
leaves open the possibility that God and spirits might be immaterial—but they aren’t part of nature). One 
of her argumentative strategies is to criticize dualists, like Descartes (and Henry More), who claim that 
the natural world is not wholly material, and that there are two kinds of created substances, material and 
immaterial. Hence, Cavendish tries to argue that the mind—which is the most plausible candidate for a 
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naturally immaterial thing—is in fact material. Cavendish also suggests that positing immaterial spirits 
would be explanatorily idle: even if there were immaterial spirits, they wouldn’t be able to interact with 
the physical world, and so they wouldn’t make any difference to our experience. (Note the similarity to 
the explanatory arguments for the non-existence of color used by Descartes, Boyle, Locke, et al.) 

Reading Questions: (i) How does Cavendish criticize Descartes’s view that the mind ‘is a substance 
really distinct from the body’? Are her criticisms persuasive? (ii) Why does Cavendish think that causal 
interaction between material and immaterial things would be impossible? What does this mean for God’s 
providence? (iii) Why does Cavendish think that an immaterial thing is literally inconceivable? What 
would Descartes say about this? 

Required Reading: Philosophical Letters, I.xxxv-xxxvi (C 73-75); II.vi, xv-xviii, xxi, xxv, xxviii, xxxi-
xxxii (C 79, 81-85, C 87-88), III.xxi (C 92); Observations on Experimental Philosophy, XXI (C 
105-107); Further Observations on Experimental Philosophy, XX (C 124-125); Grounds of Natural 
Philosophy, I.i ‘Of Matter’ (C 131); Appendix to Grounds I.ii-iii (C 146-7). 

October 10: Cavendish’s Arguments for Vital Materialism 

Cavendish is a materialist… but with a twist. Mechanists like Descartes, Boyle, and Locke typically hold 
that matter is essentially passive, and that it only moves when it is moved by something else. Think of a 
lonely billiard ball sitting on a table. This ball will just sit there until something sets in motion, such as 
another billiard ball. Cavendish, in contrast, holds that matter is essentially active, and that material things
—like the billiard ball—have a power to set themselves in motion. So, for Cavendish, a solitary billiard 
ball might just start rolling on its own. That might sound like a strange idea. But in fact we are all familiar 
with material things that set themselves in motion: this is one of the characteristic, perhaps even the 
defining, feature of living things. This leads Cavendish to argue that everything in nature is alive, and, 
hence, sentient and perceptive. The reason that the billiard ball can just start rolling across the table is 
because it is a living thing. Thus, Cavendish argues that all matter is self-moving, alive, and sentient.  

Reading Questions:  (i) Cavendish seems to assume that either motion is transferred, or bodies move 
themselves. How does she criticize the possibility of the transfer of motion? (ii) Why does Cavendish 
think that sense and knowledge are ubiquitous in matter?  

Required Reading: On Self-Motion: Philosophical and Physical Opinions, ‘Chapter 63: Whether motion 
is a thing, or notion, or can be Annihilated’ (C 47-48); Philosophical Letters, I.xxiii, xxiv, xxx, xxxii (C 
68-73), II.iv-xviii (C 77-83), & IV.vi, xxx (C 96, 98); Observations on Experimental Philosophy xxxv (C 
113-115);  Further Observations xiii and xx (C124-5); Grounds of Natural Philosophy, I.vii II.ix, V.v, 
V.ix (C 133, 137, 138-139). 

October 15: Cavendish’s Defense of Color 

Whereas early modern mechanists typically argue that bodies are not colored, Margaret 
Cavendish disagrees. In cases of veridical perception, she holds that grass is green in precisely the 
way it visually appears to be. 

Reading Questions: (i) Galileo and Descartes argue that bodies are not really colored because we 
can conceive of bodies without color. How did those arguments go again? What does Cavendish 
think about this? (ii) Does Cavendish think objects are colored in the dark? Are microscopic 
bodies colored, according to Cavendish? (iii) Descartes, Boyle, and Locke argue that we can fully 
explain the causal process by which perceivers come to experience color, without ever assuming 
that objects are colored. What does Cavendish think about this argument? (iv) What are colors 
according to Cavendish? What advantages does her view have? What problems? 
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Required Reading: Observations on Experimental Philosophy xviii-xxi (available on website), xxxv (C 
113-116); Grounds V.ix (C 138-139). 

Optional Commentary: Chamberlain, ‘Color in a Material World: Margaret Cavendish Against the Early 
Modern Mechanists.’ 

PERSPECTIVE  

October 17: Cavendish’s Critique of Micrography 

Another scientific advance in the early modern period is the development of microscopes and telescopes, 
which allow people to see things in a new way—literally. Galileo (1564-1642), for example, saw the 
moons of Jupiter using a telescope, and mountains on the moon. Robert Hooke (1635-1703) peered at 
fleas through his microscope. These instruments opened up new worlds for exploration… or did they? 
Descartes, Boyle, Hooke, and Locke are all quite enthusiastic about these new instruments. Cavendish 
registers an interesting note of caution. 

Reading Questions: (i) What’s the point of Cavendish’s comparison between micrography and the art of 
augury? How is this related to the architect who cannot build a house out of bubbles? (ii) What point is 
Cavendish making when she observes that a louse looks like a lobster through a magnifying glass? (iii) 
Cavendish argue that microscopes only reveal the exteriors of things. What are microscopes missing?  

Required Reading: Robert Hooke, Preface to Micrographia & ‘Observation I: Of the Point of a Sharp 
Small Needle’; John Locke, Essay II.xxiii.11; Cavendish, Poems and Fancies, ch. 6: ‘Of many Worlds in 
this World’ (C 153); Observations iii, ix, xxxiv (C 100-102, 112). 

Optional Commentary: Catherine Wilson, The Invisible World 

October 22: Malebranche on Microscopes  

Malebranche (1638-1715) is one of Descartes’s most intriguing followers. He agrees with Descartes that 
there are two kinds of substances—mind and body—and that the nature or essence of body consists solely 
in extension. But he then takes Descartes’s views in all kinds of interesting directions, arguing inter alia 
that the ideas we use to think with exist in God’s mind (kind of like Platonic forms), that your soul turns 
green when you look at grass or emeralds, and that God is the only true cause (more on this later). He is 
also interested in showing that our sensory grasp of the world is quite limited. But instead of writing 
something like Meditation 1, Malebranche catalogues the various kinds of errors to which our senses 
make us vulnerable, especially in his masterwork The Search After Truth. More specifically, Malebranche 
argues that microscopes reveal the limitations and liabilities of our visual experience of size.  

n.b. Malebranche was a Catholic priest of the French Oratory, as much influenced by Saint Augustine as 
Descartes. He is very interested in the Fall of Man, Original Sin, the Incarnation, etc. If you’re interested 
in Catholic theology, then—great!—you will have fun with Malebranche. If you’re not so interested, then 
you will have to work a little harder to tease out the purely philosophical content. But I guarantee that it is 
worth the effort. Full disclosure: Malebranche is my favorite philosopher.  

Reading Questions: (i) What is the function or purpose of the senses? How do they fulfill their purpose? 
What can the senses do that the intellect can’t? (ii) Why doesn’t God give us microscopical eyes? (iii) 
What does Malebranche think our eyes tell us about the sizes of things? (iv) What conclusions does 
Malebranche draw from the examples of the miniature and giant worlds? (v) Are insects beautiful? 

Required Reading: Malebranche, Search After Truth I.v-vi. 
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Recommended Viewing: Honey I Shrunk the Kids. 

Optional Reading: Simmons, ‘Guarding the Body’; Simmons, ‘Spatial Perception from a Cartesian Point 
of View’; and Chamberlain, ‘Malebranche on the Visual Experience of Scale’ 

October 24: Micromegas by Voltaire 

In the Search After Truth, Malebranche hints at the fact that we often attach different values to different 
kinds of things—for example, we undervalue the beauty of insects because they’re so small. Voltaire 
(1694–1778) brings this point to life, and illustrates the danger of attaching any particular moral 
significance to size. This week should be fun!  

Reading Questions: (i) Does it matter morally how big or small things are? (ii) Can you think of cases 
where we attach some kind of moral value to size? (iii) Are there other examples where we attach moral 
value to something, when we really shouldn’t?  

Required Reading: Voltaire, Micromegas 

Berkeley’s Idealism 

October 29: Berkeley on Perspective 

If a tree falls in the forest, does it still make a sound? As we have seen, the mechanical hypothesis—and 
perhaps the modern scientific worldview—might suggest that the answer is no. But most people—early 
moderns, contemporary scientists, and ordinary folk—typically assume that the tree still exists, even if no 
one is around to see or hear it. Berkeley attacks this seemingly common sense assumption. One of his 
arguments turns on the idea that there is no privileged perspective from which to view the world. Objects 
look really different depending on whether you are using unassisted eyesight, or looking through a 
microscope. And there doesn’t seem to be any principled reason to privilege one of these perspectives 
over the others, from which Berkeley concludes that there is no mind-independent reality. (Obviously we 
will need to fill in some details.) 

Reading Questions: (i) Where is Hylas coming from? What are his initial beliefs? In what ways is he like 
Descartes’s meditator? (ii) What’s the distinction between immediate and mediate perception? And how 
does it figure in the case against matter? (iii) How does Berkeley use pain to argue for the claim that all 
sensible qualities are mind-dependent? (iv)  What’s the distinction between between true and apparent 
colors? How does Hylas think we should distinguish true and apparent colors? How does Philonous use 
microscopes to object to this distinction? (v) How does Philonous use the variability in size/extension to 
argue that size/extension is similarly mind-dependent? What would Malebranche say? 

Required Reading: Berkeley, Dialogues I-II (focus on I; skim II). 

October 31: What if life were but a dream? 

Berkeley invites us to think that reality consists of minds and their experiences. Can he reconstruct the 
world of common sense from these materials? That’s our big question for this week. 

Reading Questions: (i) What connection does Philonous draw between skepticism and material 
substance? How does Philonous think his own view avoids skepticism? (ii) Berkeley insists on a new 
dualism, one between spirits and ideas. What’s the difference between the two? (iii) In what sense does a 
cherry tree exist outside the gardener’s mind? How does Philonous characterize his disagreement with the 
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materialists? (iv) How does Berkeley distinguish between waking experience and dreams? Bonus 
question: how does this compare to Descartes? (v) How does Berkeley make sense of the possibility of 
perceptual error, e.g. when a straight oar in water looks bent? (vi) Berkeley insists that his aim is to 
combat skepticism and defend common sense. Does he succeed? 

Required Reading: Berkeley, Dialogue III 

CAUSATION 

November 5: Mind-Body Interaction in Descartes: The Princess Objects 

In 1643, so two years after the Meditations was published, Descartes begins a correspondence with 
Princess Elizabeth of Bohemia (1618-1680). She has read the Meditations, and internalized its message. 
But she is worried about the conception of the soul as a thinking, non-extended thing, and raises some 
devastating critiques. Interestingly, Elizabeth became an important Abbess later in life, and met William 
Penn—founder of Pennsylvania!—when he was traveling around Europe, and they corresponded as well.  

Reading Questions: (i) What is Elizabeth’s objection in her first letter? Why does she think that the soul 
cannot act on the body? (ii) How does Descartes respond? What are the primitive notions? Do they 
address Elizabeth’s concern? (iii) What’s going on with the heaviness example? (iv) What should we 
make of Descartes’s claim that the primitive notion of union is known most clearly through the senses? Is 
he still even a dualist?  

Required Reading: Correspondence between Elizabeth and Descartes (selections available on website) 

November 7: Amo on Causation 

Wilhelm Anton Amo (c. 1700- c. 1750) is the first African to receive a PhD from a European University. 
His inaugural dissertation is a critique of Descartes’s view that the mind senses, picking up on the 
correspondence with Elizabeth. And we are going to read it! 

Reading Questions: (i) What does Amo mean by the impassivity of the human mind? (ii) How is Amo’s 
conception of spirit like Berkeley’s? (iii) What connection does Amo see between life and sense? How 
does he use this connection to argue that the mind is impassive? 

Required Reading: Amo, ‘The Impassivity of the Human mind’. 

November 12: Malebranche’s Occasionalism 

Malebranche argues that God is the only true cause, and that created things—like billiard balls, and you 
and me—are merely occasions for the exercise of God’s power. In short: God does everything. That might 
sound like a crazy view. But Malebranche has very compelling arguments for his position, and had a 
profound influence on Hume. Malebranche - God = Hume. 

Reading Questions: (i) What is the most dangerous error of the ancients? (ii) What’s the difference 
between an occasional cause and a true cause?(iii) What kind of connection does Malebranche think is 
required between a true cause and its effect? (iv) Is he right that this connection only obtains between the 
will of God and its effects? (v) Does Descartes’s clear and distinct idea of extension include any causal 
power? (vi) How does Malebranche appeal to God’s conservation of the world to argue that God is the 
only true cause? Does this argument work? (vii) If you are Christian, should you accept Malebranche’s 
view of causation? 

Required Reading: Malebranche, Search VI.ii.3; Dialogues on Metaphysics and Religion, VII 
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Hume’s Subjectivism 

November 14: Hume’s Science of the Mind 

Hume aspires to be ‘the Newton of the mind’: that is to say, to articulate various general laws—like 
Newtonian laws of motion—that govern our thoughts. In this class, we will get Hume’s basic framework.  

Reading Questions: (i) Hume distinguishes between the “easy philosophy” and the “abstract and 
profound” philosophy. What is the difference between these two species of philosophy? How does the 
analogy to the anatomist justify doing abstract philosophy? (ii) What is Hume’s distinction between ideas 
and impressions? (iii) What is Hume saying when he writes, “all our ideas or more feeble perceptions are 
copies of our impressions or more lively ones”? Philosophers call this Hume’s Copy Principle. Would 
Descartes agree with this principle? What about Locke? (iv) Hume gives two different arguments for the 
Copy Principle. What are they? Are they good arguments? (v) The missing shade of blue seems to violate 
the Copy Principle. How does this counterexample work? And why doesn’t Hume seem to worry about 
it? (vi) How does Hume think we can use the Copy Principle to clear up philosophical confusions? 

Required Reading:  Enquiries I-III, ‘Of the Different Species of Philosophy,’ ‘Of the Origin of Ideas,’ 
and ‘Of the Association of Ideas’  (E 1-15) 

November 19: The Problem of Induction 

What justifies your belief that the sun will rise tomorrow? Hume’s answer: nothing.  

Reading Questions: (i) At the beginning of Enquiry IV.i, Hume draws a distinction between two kinds of 
propositions: relations of ideas and matters of fact. What’s the difference? The denial of a relation of ideas 
implies a _________, whereas the denial of a matter of fact does not imply a _________. (ii) What kind 
of proposition is “the sun will rise tomorrow”? What about “fire causes heat”? (iii) What relation do we 
use to move from beliefs based on observation (senses and memory) to beliefs about the unobserved? (iv) 
Hume argues that our beliefs about cause and effect—for example, our beliefs that fire causes heat, that 
milk is nourishing, that one billiard ball will cause another to move when they hit—can’t be known a 
priori, i.e. prior to experience. We cannot infer the effect from the cause in the way that we deductively 
infer a conclusion from a set of premises. How is the example about Adam supposed to establish this 
claim? What about the example about the billiard balls behaving strangely? (v) If our beliefs about cause 
and effect cannot be justified a priori, what is their basis or justification? (vi) Hume thinks that whenever 
we reason from experience to some unobserved matter of fact, our reasoning will depend on a principle 
about the relation between the past and the future, or, more generally, about the relation between observed 
and unobserved? What is this principle? (vii) Is this principle a relation of ideas or a matter of fact? If it is 
a relation of ideas, then it should be demonstrable a priori. Does Hume thinks this principle is provable 
independently of experience? If not, how might this principle be justified on the basis of experience? 

Required Reading: Enquiries IV-V, ‘Sceptical Doubts Concerning the Operations of the Understanding,’ 
and ‘Sceptical Solution of these Doubts’ (E 15-37) 

November 21: Hume’s Critique and Rehabilitation of the Concept of Cause 

When one billiard ball collides with another one and sets it in motion, we naturally assume that the first 
ball causes the second one to move. But what does it mean to say that X causes Y? Hume argues that we 
are very confused about the content of this concept.  

Reading Questions: (i) Why is Hume searching for an impression of necessary connexion? What would 
it mean if he can’t find one? Hint: the copy principle is relevant here. (ii) Why can’t we get an impression 
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of necessary connection from body-body interaction, e.g. when one billiard ball collides with another? 
(iii) Why can’t we get an impression of necessary connection from our experience of bodily action, e.g. 
when I will to raise my arm to ask a question? (iv) Why can’t we derive such an impression from 
introspecting on our mental actions? (v) Where does the impression of necessary connexion ultimately 
come for? And what does this tell us about the concept of cause? 

Required Reading: Enquiries VII, ‘Of the Idea of Necessary Connexion,’ and (E 39-53) 

THANKSGIVING BREAK!!!! 

December 3: Self-Guided Museum Trip—No Class 

You and a partner will take a self-guided field trip to one of Philadelphia’s museums (either the Barnes 
Foundation, the Philadelphia Museum of Art, or both). Prior to the field trip, you and your partner will 
create a list of the most important positions/arguments/concepts we have discussed up to this point and 
write a short (one to three sentence) description of each one. You will then use this document as the basis 
for an artistic scavenger hunt. Your mission is to find an artwork that exemplifies each of the 
philosophical concepts you identify, to snap a picture, and then to explain why or how the artwork 
exemplifies the concept in question. You will send me an electronic report on your museum trip — via e-
mail — that includes pictures and text by 9:30 am on Thursday, December 5. Also, I would like you to 
prepare a short power point slide show (5 minutes or less) featuring the top three artwork/concept pairings 
to share with the class. Museum reports will primarily be graded on the extent to which they illustrate 
your understanding of the philosophical positions/arguments in question, so I’m going to be looking for 
accurate statements of the various positions. The point of this assignment is to get you to hold the entire 
course in your head at one time—much like a final exam, but without the anxiety. In the past, students 
have produced really creative work for this assignment, and so I am excited to see what you do! 

*** If the cost of admission to the museum is any kind of barrier, please let me know and we can work 
something out. *** 

December 5: Debrief—Museum Report Due 

Each group will show their ‘highlight reel’ in a lightning round of powerpoint. Please keep your 
presentations to under five minutes so that there is enough time for everybody.  
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