


Division of the 
Humanities and Social Sciences

Fall ’19 
Hum/Pl 041 

Dr. Mario Hubert

Knowledge and Reality 

Class 
TTH 09:00–10:25 

B119 Bax 

Discussion Sessions 
 T 12:30–13:30 & TH 10:30–11:30 

Red Door Cafe 

Description 
This class gives an introduction to the relation between epistemology (the study of knowledge) and 
ontology (the study of reality or existence). These fields are not only the foundations of philosophy, 
but of all scientific inquiry from physics to economics. We will discuss the following questions in 
epistemology: What is knowledge? Can we have knowledge of anything? Can we know about ob-
jects that we cannot observe? And we will ask the following ontological questions: What is the 
structure of matter? Why does matter move the way it does? What is space and time? We will 
take a historic approach and read what the Pre-socratics, Plato, and the sceptic Sextus Empiricus 
had so say. It will turn out that these ancient philosophers are surprisingly modern in many re-
spects.  

Teaching Method 
In this class, we will apply state-of-the-art evidence-based teaching strategies from current research 
in cognitive science, psychology, and education. That is, this class will not be conducted in tradi-
tional lecture-style, in which the teacher speaks and the students listen. Instead, you will actively 
engage by completing learning activities in class, like short writing assignments, quizzes, or group 
discussions. In addition, you will get homework assignments that are supposed to guide you through 
the reading. At the beginning, it may be a bit unfamiliar and the learning outcomes may not be ob-
vious, but don’t worry, there’s a lot of research confirming the positive results of active learning. 
And it is fun to apply your new knowledge immediately in class and at home! 

Goals 
You learn the origins of physics and philosophy. 

You learn how to distinguish between ontology and epistemology. 
You learn to appreciate that ancient texts can be important for debates in science.   

You learn how to read and understand primary literature. 
You learn how to follow and criticize a philosophical argument.  

You learn how to formulate clear arguments yourself. 
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Required Reading 
Barnes, J. (2001). Early Greek Philosophy. Penguin. 
Empiricus, S. (1985). Selections from the Major Writings on Scepticism, Man, and God. Hackett. 
Plato. (2004). Theaetetus (translated by Robin Waterfield). Penguin. 

I tried to find the most accessible translations. In all three books, there are excellent introductions 
and commentaries that help you navigate through the primary texts, which can be at times quite 
difficult and cryptic. In the schedule, I explicitly mention when to consult these secondary sources, 
but feel free to read these commentaries whenever you need clarification. 

Attendance 
Attendance in class is required. You may skip class twice at your own discretion (please bear in 
mind the grading policy below). After that you need to write to me to ask for permission to skip 
class and give a reason for your absence. I offer an optional one-hour discussion session after every 
class, where we have more time to clarify your questions and discuss in-depth what remained un-
clear during class. Please take advantage of this opportunity! 

Email 
I keep email correspondences to a minimum. If you have minor questions about organization or 
formal requirements, you may write to me. For everything else that needs more time, please come 
to the discussion sessions. If you need to talk about confidential issues, you can always make an 
appointment. 

Course Website 
There is a Moodle site for this class. I will upload essay topics and worksheets after they are dis-
tributed in class. If we need further literature you’ll find them on Moodle, too.  

Electronic Devices 
No electronic devices are allowed during class. This includes the use of cell phones, tablets, eRead-
ers, and laptops. For many representative studies have shown that students who take notes with 
electronic devices remember less than those who take notes with pen and paper. And an electronic 
device distracts the other students as well and therefore slows down the learning process of the en-
tire class. 
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Assignments 
There are four types of assignments for this class.  

Mini Essay 
At the beginning of term you need to write a mini essay of 600–800 words. This essay will help you 
to get acquainted with philosophical writing and helps you dig deeper into a specific topic. 

Essays 
You have to complete two essays of 1,500–1,800 words. They will help you in getting into details 
on a topic that you can choose. Further reading for the essay is found on the essay topic sheet dis-
tributed in class. 

Worksheets 
On every class a worksheet will be distributed, which consists of questions on the current reading 
for the next class. The worksheets are supposed to help you to focus on the relevant passages of 
the reading. Answers should be written in whole sentences. As the term progresses, the worksheet 
may also contain questions on past reading to repeat important topics. 

Mini Quizzes 
We start every class with a closed-book mini quiz. The idea is to help you remember the past 
class’s main messages and to set you up for the next step. 

Grading 
This is a pass/fail course; no grades will be given. But you need to meet the following requirements 
to pass: 

Mini Essay and Essays 
Every essay needs to be turned in, and you get detailed feedback on your essay. Every essay gets a 
pass or fail. You need to pass all essays to pass the class. A physical copy of your essay should be 
handed in on due date in class. No electronic submissions are accepted. 

Worksheets 
Every worksheet needs to be turned in, and you get a pass or fail. You may fail on at most two 
worksheets to pass the class. Answered worksheets shall be turned in at the beginning of the fol-
lowing class. No electronic submissions are accepted. 

Mini Quizzes 
The mini quizzes are a learning tool not a test. You need to hand them in, and I’ll have a look, but 
I won’t grade them. They should also show me how much you gained from the previous class. 

Late submissions count as fail. So be aware to turn in your essays and worksheets on time. 
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Collaboration Policy 
The weekly worksheets ought to be completed by yourself alone. Please don’t share your answers 
with fellow students. The idea behind is that you should work in detail with the text. The deep un-
derstanding you get from struggling with the text alone for a while cannot be reached otherwise. 

On the other hand, I encourage you to discuss your essays with your fellow students. The paper 
topics connect different sources and ideas, and it would help you to discuss different approaches. 
You may even share drafts to comment on each other’s work, but don’t copy from other essays. 
Your work should be your own. Whenever you refer to literature, cite the reference as precisely as 
possible. If I discover that you plagiarized, I will report this incident to the Board of Control for re-
view. This may lead you to fail the entire course. For further details, please consult the Caltech 
Plagiarism Guidelines. 

Students with Documented Disabilities 
Students who may need an academic accommodation based on the impact of a disability must ini-
tiate the request with Caltech Accessibility Services for Students (CASS). Professional staff will 
evaluate the request with required documentation, recommend reasonable accommodations, and 
prepare an Accommodation Letter for faculty dated in the current quarter in which the request is 
being made. Students should contact CASS as soon as possible, since timely notice is needed to 
coordinate accommodations. Please contact Dr. Lesley Nye, Associate Dean of Undergraduate 
Students (administrative contact: Beth Larranaga). 

The Hixon Writing Center 
Caltech’s Hixon Writing Center, located on the north end of the 3rd floor of the Center for Student 
Services (Bldg. 86), offers a number of resources that you may find useful for supporting your writ-
ing in this class. Its primary asset is a team of trained professional and undergraduate tutors who 
are available to read and discuss your writing or to answer specific questions you may have about 
academic writing. A meeting with a writing tutor is a dynamic conversation with a smart, careful 
reader. Tutors don’t “fix” or revise your writing for you; instead, they help you think about and im-
plement strategies for improving it yourself. 

Learning Lifestyle 
There is plenty of research that shows that learning is boosted by a healthy lifestyle; especially suf-
ficient sleep and physical activity have a positive impact on learning and creativity. The brain needs 
to be in a certain condition to function optimally. By disregarding this research, you may reach high 
performance but in a less efficient way. 
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Schedule 
Week Date Lecture Topic Reading Notes

Pre-socratics: What is the structure of the world?

1 Oct. 1 What is philosophy? Barnes (pp. xi–xxv)

Oct. 3 Thales & Anaximander Barnes (Ch. 2&3) mini essay top-
ics distr.

2 Oct. 8 Anaximenes & Pythagoras & 
Alcmaeon

Barnes (Ch. 4–6)

Oct. 10 Xenophanes & Heraclitus Barnes (Ch. 7, pp. 48–55, 
59–61, 68–73)

3 Oct. 15 Writing Workshop at  
the Hixon Writing Center

Mini essay draft due

Oct. 17 Parmenides Barnes (Ch. 9) Mini essay due

Theaetetus I: What is knowledge?

4 Oct. 22 Examples of knowledge Plato (pp. 15–31) 1st essay topics 
distributed

Oct. 24 The theory of flux Plato (pp. 31–48)

Pre-socratics: Atomism

5 Oct. 29 Leucippus & Democritus Barnes (Ch. 20, pp. 206–
215, Ch. 21.3)

Oct. 31 Democritus II & Review Barnes (pp. 227–228, 230–
234, 237–238)

Theaetetus II: Knowledge as perception?

6 Nov. 5 Criticism of Protagoras Plato (pp. 48–78)

Nov. 7 Against flux and perception Plato (pp. 78–91)

Skepticism: Are there sound arguments?

7 Nov. 12 What is skepticism? Empiricus (pp. 3–16, 31–54) 1st essay due 
2nd essay topics 

distributed

Nov. 14 The Ten Modes Empiricus (pp. 54–72) 
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 Theaetetus III: Knowledge as justified true belief?

8 Nov. 19 True belief? Plato (pp. 91–115)

Nov. 21 Justified true belief? Plato (pp. 115–130)

Skepticism: Suspension of judgement

9 Nov. 26 The Five Modes and skeptical 
argumentation

Empiricus (pp. 72–75, 78–
82, 86–91, 100–102)

Nov. 28 Thanksgiving (no class)

10 Dec. 3 Skeptical physics Empiricus (pp. 113–128)

Dec. 5 Does God exist? Empiricus (pp. 175–178, 
201–215)

2nd essay due

Week Date Lecture Topic Reading Notes
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