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What is modern life and what is decisive of a modern world view? This class introduces themes, figures, 
and texts in early modern european philosophy.  Particular questions we will focus on are the following. 
When can we say that we know something instead of merely having a belief or an opinion? What does it 
mean to do science? And how optimistic can we be about scientific progress? Where should we look for 
moral guidance? Is metaphysics possible? What can and should the role of religious faith be? And how 
should we balance freedom and security? We will stress hands-on historical work. This boils down to 
three main goals. (1) We will gain a skill set for interacting with early modern philosophical texts and with 
other historical sources. (2) We will practice uncovering the roots of concepts, theories, and positions we 
encounter today. And (3) we will learn effective methods for arguing about difficult and unsettling 
questions.   

Logistics 

Meetings: Mondays and Wednesdays, noon–1:15PM Jonas Clark Hall, Room 102 (see also the schedule 
below). 

My email: wdeimling@clarku.edu. 

Office hours: Mondays and Wednesdays 4:15-5:30PM and by appointment. 

PLA:  Kelsey Denley, kdenley@clarku.edu. 

Readings: Modern Philosophy – An Anthology of Primary Sources (second edition). Ed. Roger Ariew and Eric 
Watkins,  Indianapolis: Hackett, 2009. The remainder of the readings will be posted on Moodle. Unless 
otherwise marked the reading are in Modern Philosophy. 

Assignments and Evaluation  

Reading quizzes: due on many Fridays at 5:30PM (on Moodle; see the schedule for details). 

Paper 1: you will develop a reading of an argument found in the text. Topic(s) will be handed out (due on 
Moodle Friday 02/16 @ 5:30PM ; about 3-4 pages). 

Paper 2: you will compare and evaluate two different positions in a philosophical debate. Topic(s) will be 
handed out (due on Moodle Friday 04/06 @ 5:30PM ; about 3-4 pages). 

Comprehensive exam: date, time, and location TBA. 

Late paper policy: for every class day that a paper is late a third of a letter grade will be deducted. 
. 
Academic Integrity: work presented must be wholly one’s own and unique to that course. All direct 
quotations must be identified by source. Academic integrity can be violated in many ways: for example, by 
submitting someone else’s paper as one’s own; cheating on an exam; submitting one paper to more than 
one class; copying a computer program; altering data in an experiment; or quoting published material 
without proper citation of references or sources. Attempts to alter an official academic record will also be 
treated as violations of academic integrity. 

Attendance is a required part of class and you should aim to attend every class. There are of course 
circumstances where you have to miss a class for legitimate reasons including illness, family emergencies, 
religious holidays, and athletic events. If you have to miss a class, please notify me as soon as you can 
foresee that you will be absent. If you have more than two unexcused absences, your class grade will be 
lowered by a third of a letter grade for each additional unexcused absence. 
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Your grade will be based on: 
In class participation, quizzes       25% 
Paper 1          25% 
Paper 2          25% 
Exam          25% 

Credit hours at Clark 

Effort and commitment during your college career are measured in credit units and credit hours. The way 
these are calculated is complex and has mainly institutional reasons. At many colleges one credit unit is 
equivalent to three credit hours. And one credit hour is equivalent to one hour in-class time and two hours 
preparing outside of class. That means you are working about nine hours per week on a class that is worth 
one credit unit. Clark adopts a slightly different system to emphasize self-directed study, taking work 
outside the class room etc. One credit unit at Clark is equivalent to four (instead of three) credit hours. 
That means you will be working an additional three ours per week and credit unit: you will on average be 
spending twelve instead of nine hours per week on a one-credit-unit class. Since classes run for about 
fifteen weeks that adds up to 180 hours of total work for one class with one credit unit at Clark. The way 
you will be spending this time in PHIL 143 is roughly as follows. 

You will do a careful reading of the text before the session for which it is assigned on the schedule. While 
working through the theories and arguments, formulate questions and reactions you have and bring them 
to class. The quizzes due on most Mondays are designed to help you work with the texts. Generally you 
should expect that for every hour in class you spend roughly two additional hours preparing: (3 hours of 
meeting time + 6 hours of prep time) x 14 weeks = 126 hours. 

You will put in additional time before papers are due. Expect to hunker down for about 15 hours per paper: 
135 hours + 30 hours of work on your papers = 156 hours. 

Finally, philosophy is about argument and discussion! I hope that you spend a fair bit of time discussing 
the material in a less official setting outside of class. We will have a few meetings for talks, to see films etc. 
(see the schedule). But discussion can also be in office hours, while studying with others, or over coffee/
dinner. Plan to spend another 15 hours or so in dialog: 165 hours + 15 hours of philosophical socializing = 
180 hours.  

LEEP Learning Outcomes 

PHIL 143 seeks to convey the following. 

Knowledge of the Natural World and Human Cultures and Societies—including foundational disciplinary 
knowledge and the ability to employ different ways of knowing the world in its many dimensions.  

Intellectual and Practical Skills—including inquiry and analysis, the generation and evaluation of evidence 
and argument, critical and creative thinking, written and oral communication, quantitative literacy, 
information literacy, teamwork and problem solving.  

Ability to Integrate Knowledge and Skills—including synthesis and advanced accomplishment across general 
and specialized studies, bridging disciplinary and interdisciplinary thinking, and connecting the 
classroom and the world.  
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Students with Disabilities 

Clark University is committed to providing students with documented disabilities equal access to all 
university programs and facilities. If you have or think you have a disability and require academic 
accommodations, you must register with Student Accessibility Services (SAS), which is located in room 
430 on the fourth floor of the Goddard Library.  You can contact SAS by phone 508-798-4368 or by email 
accessibilityservices@clarku.edu. If you are registered with SAS, and qualify for accommodations that you 
would like to utilize in this course, please request those accommodations through SAS in a timely manner. 

Notice to students: Faculty Members are “Responsible Employees” 
  
This notice is to inform you that the Faculty member(s) and Teaching Assistant(s) associated with this 
course are considered “Responsible Employees” by Clark University. As such, they are required to report all 
alleged sexual offenses to the University’s Title IX Coordinator, Lynn Levey, llevey@clarku.edu  The only 
exceptions to this reporting responsibility are the community members who have been designated and/or 
trained as “Confidential” Sources.  This includes the professional staff in Clark’s Center for Counseling and 
Personal Growth and the medical providers at the Health Center. 

Disclaimer 

The instructor reserves the right to make changes to any information contained in this syllabus at any 
time during the semester.  Changes will be announced, and an updated version of the syllabus will be 
posted on Moodle and/or distributed to students. 
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Schedule 

week 1  
01/17, Wednesday Introduction (Aristotelianism) 

Descartes and the Scientific Method 

week 2 
01/22, Monday Francis Bacon: New Organon, Book I (excerpts) 
01/24, Wednesday René Descartes: Meditations, Letter of Dedication, Preface and Meditation One 
*quiz on Friday*  

week 3 
01/29, Monday René Descartes: Meditations, Meditations Two and Three 
01/31, Wednesday René Descartes: Meditations, Meditation Four and Five 
*topic(s) for paper 1 will be handed out* 

week 4 
02/05, Monday René Descartes: Meditations, Meditation Six 
02/07, Wednesday *snow day* 

week 5 
02/12, Monday Elisabeth of Bohemia and René Descartes: Correspondence [on Moodle] 
*quiz on Tuesday* 

Spinoza on Nature and God 

02/14, Wednesday Baruch de Spinoza: Letters to Oldenburg and Meyer 
*paper 1 due on Friday* 

week 6 
02/19, Monday Baruch de Spinoza: Ethics, Part 1, Propositions 1-20 
02/21, Wednesday *no class* 
*quiz on Friday* 

week 7 
02/26, Monday Ethics, Part 2, Propositions 1-12  
02/28, Wednesday Baruch de Spinoza: Ethics Part 5, Propositions 22-42 AND Tractatus Theologico-Politicus, 
Preface and supplementary materials [on Moodle] 

Locke and Leibniz on Ideas 

*spring break* 

week 8 
03/12, Monday Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz: Monadology 
03/14, Wednesday John Locke: Essay, Book I, Chapters I and II 
*quiz on Friday* 

week 9 
03/19, Monday Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz: New Essays, Preface 

03/21, Wednesday John Locke: Essay, Book II, Chapter I 
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*topic(s) for paper 2 will be handed out* 

week 10 
03/26, Monday Catharine Trotter Cockburn: A Defense of Mr. Locke’s Essay [on Moodle] 

Hume’s Challenge and Kant’s Response 

03/28, Wednesday John Locke: Essay, Book II, Chapter XXVII 
*viewing of Eternal Sunshine  of the Spotless Mind* 

week 11 
04/02, Monday David Hume: Treatise, Book I, Part 4, Section  
04/04, Wednesday George Berkeley: Three Dialogues, Preface and First Dialogue 
*paper 2 due on Friday* 

week 12 
04/09, Monday David Hume: first Enquiry, Sections I-III 
04/11, Wednesday  David Hume: first Enquiry, Sections IV and V 
*quiz on Friday* 

week 13 
04/16, Monday David Hume: first Enquiry, Sections VI and VII  
04/18, Wednesday  David Hume: Treatise, Book III, Part 1 [on Moodle] 
*quiz on Friday* 

week 14 
04/23, Monday Immanuel Kant: Prolegomena, Preface and §§ 1-5 
04/25, Wednesday Immanuel Kant: Groundwork, Book I, and Maria von Herbert: Letter to Kant [on 
Moodle] 
*quiz on Friday* 

week 15 
04/30, Monday Open and/or Margaret Cavendish: The Blazing World, Part 1 [on Moodle] 
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