
Seminar in Natural Kinds

Dr. Julia R. Bursten
burstenj@sfsu.edu

Spring 2016
Wednesdays, 3:35–6:20 p.m., HUMA 108

Office Hours: Tues 1–2:30, Weds 2–3 Office: 443 HUMA

1 Course Description

Kinds are the classes of things that we use to make sense of the world around us. They form
the basis of many parts of language and for accomplishing the analytic activity of philosophy and
science. Philosophical investigations of kinds span a broad range of topics and methods, including
discussions of individuation, essence, substances, linguistic and scientific pragmatics, translation,
experiment, and natural law. What makes something belong to a kind? How do we talk about
kinds, and how much of the success of language depends on our ability to agree on what constitutes
a kind? From Aristotle’s Categories and Leibniz’s Identity of Indiscernibles to contemporary set
theory, Twin Earth, and the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, the project of classification underlies most,
if not all, philosophical and scientific activity.

In this seminar, we will survey philosophical approaches to individuation, identity, naming,
and classification. We will emphasize the role of kind terms and kind concepts in contemporary
science and contemporary philosophy of science, with an eye to areas of overlap between philosophy
of science, metaphysics, and philosophy of language. We will discuss historical perspectives and
interdisciplinary concerns along the way.

2 Evaluation

Students will be evaluated in the following 4 areas:

1. Reaction Papers (20%): Students must complete 5 reaction papers over the course of
the semester. Reaction papers are informal responses to the reading which can be summary,
analysis, connection, questions, or a mixture of these. Each paper is worth 4% of the final
grade, and they will be graded on a 0–4 scale. Reaction papers should be turned in to iLearn
by the beginning of class on the week of the reading(s) they are about. They should be
between 300–500 words. Students who submit more than 5 reaction papers will receive credit
for their 5 highest-scoring papers.

2. Presentation (20%): Students will lead a discussion on one paper, beginning with a sum-
mary of the paper, raising critical questions and concerns, and connecting the paper to other
class readings or other topics of interest. Presentations should include a handout or slides to
help structure the discussion, and they should last 45–75 minutes.
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3. Summary and Comparison Paper (20%): Students will submit a short paper summa-
rizing and comparing two of the articles (or other text selections) read in class. Each article
summary should be approximately 1 double-spaced page, and the analysis should be 1–2
double-spaced pages. This paper is due Friday, March 18, at 5 p.m.

4. Final Paper (40%): Students will submit a 10–15 page essay in the style of an analytic
philosophy article on a subject of their choosing, relevant to themes discussed in the seminar.
Essays must contain both a literature summary and an argument. Essays may be expansions
of Summary and Comparison paper, but need not be. Proposals for final essays consisting
of an argument overview and bibliography of at least 5 entries are due Friday, April 29, at 5
p.m. Proposals comprise 10% of the essay grade. The essay is due Wednesday, May 25 at 5
p.m.

An extra credit opportunity will be made available around the American Philosophical Association–
Pacific Division conference, which will take place at the Westin St. Francis hotel downtown March
30–April 3.

3 Policies and Resources

Classroom Community

This course involves active participation in discussions of potentially contentious issues. For these
discussions to be a success, all students must engage critically with the readings and with their
colleagues.

By entering any classroom and especially this one, you agree to participate in an intellec-
tual community. This community encourages respectful disagreements that foster new knowledge
through the tools of critical thinking. This community does not tolerate disrespectful disagreements
that aim to attack a person’s character, ethnicity, religious beliefs, politics, gender, or other aspects
of personal identity.

Writing Center

A strong command of written English is necessary for graduate education and is expected in this
class. If you do not presently possess the composition skills required to write clear, organized, and
thoughtful essays in English, please see me during office hours. Further resources are available at
the SFSU Learning Assistance Center, https://www.sfsu.edu/~lac/index.html.

Accessibility

Students with disabilities who need reasonable accommodations are encouraged to contact me.
The Disability Programs and Resource Center (DPRC) is available to faciliate the reasonable
accommodations process. The DPRC is located in the Student Service Building and can be reached
by telephone (voice/TTY) at 415-338-2472 or by email at dprc@sfsu.edu.

Academic Integrity

You’re graduate students. You shouldn’t have to be told that plagiarism is a waste of my time
and your money. Information about the College of Liberal & Creative Arts policy and procedures
regarding plagiarism can be found at http://lca.sfsu.edu/faculty/plagiarism-resources
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Please note that double submission of a paper for multiple classes is sometimes considered a
form of plagiarism, namely self-plagiarism. If you wish to develop a paper that will also fulfill
requirements for another class, you must get explicit written permission from both myself and the
other professor(s) involved.

Extensions

As graduate students, you should also be prepared to manage your time so that you can get
assignments in before the deadline. Extensions may be granted on a case-by-case basis for health
and family emergencies only. All other assignments will be graded down 10% per day for late
submission.

Personal Disclosure

SF State fosters a campus free of sexual violence including sexual harassment, domestic violence,
dating violence, stalking, and/or any form of sex or gender discrimination. If you disclose a personal
experience as an SF State student, the course instructor is required to notify the Dean of Students.
To disclose any such violence confidentially, contact: The SAFE Place – (415) 338-2208; http:
//www.sfsu.edu/~safe_plc/ or Counseling and Psychological Services Center – (415) 338-2208;
http://psyservs.sfsu.edu/. For more information on your rights and available resources: http:
//titleix.sfsu.edu
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4 Schedule of Lectures and Readings

All readings will be available on iLearn. Readings are listed in the suggested order of reading.
Parenthetical items are optional further readings.

Week 1: Introduction

• Quine, “Natural Kinds”

Part I: General Queries on Kinds

Week 2: Essences and the Metaphysics of Kinds

• Millikan, On Clear and Confused Ideas, selections

• Bird, “The Metaphysics of Natural Kinds”

Week 3: Kinds and Realism in Philosophy of Science

• Hacking, “Working in a New World: A Taxonomic Solution”

• Boyd, “Realism, Anti-Foundationalism, and Enthusiasm for Natural Kinds”

• (Hacking “A Tradition of Natural Kinds”)

Week 4: Kinds and Scientific Methodology

• Bryant, Discovery and Decision: Exploring the Metaphysics and Epistemology of Scientific Classification,
selections

• Magnus, Scientific Enquiry and Natural Kinds: From Planets to Mallards, selections

Week 5: Cross-Cutting Kinds and Kinds and Values

• Khalidi, “Natural Kinds and Cross-Cutting Categories”

• Haslanger, “Gender and Race: (What) Are They? (What) Do We Want Them To Be?”

• (Tobin, “Cross-Cutting Natural Kinds and the Hierarchy Thesis”)

Part II: Kinds, Language, Reference

Week 6: Kripke and Putnam

• Kripke, Naming and Necessity, selections

• Putnam, “The Meaning of ‘Meaning”’

• (Kripke, Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language, selections)

Week 7: Commensurability and The New Riddle

• Goodman, Fact, Fiction, and Forecast, selections

• Kuhn, “Commensurability, Comparability, Communicability”

• (Goodman, “Words, Works, Worlds”)

Week 8: More Language Games

• Russell, “On Denoting”

• Dupre, “Is ‘Natural Kind’ a Natural Kind Term?”

• (Black, “The Identity of Indiscernibles”)
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Part III: Kinds in Sciences

Week 9: Species in Biology

• Boyd, “Homeostasis, Species, and Higher Taxa”

• Wilkerson, “Species, Essences, and the Names of Natural Kinds”

Week 10: Elements

• Hendry, “Elements, Compounds, and Other Chemical Kinds”

• LaPorte, Natural Kinds and Conceptual Change, selections

Week 11: Water

• VandeWall, “Why Water is Not H2O, and Other Critiques of Essentialist Ontology from Philosophy of Chem-
istry”

• Needham, “What is Water?”

Week 12: Reactions

• Goodwin, “Mechanisms and Chemical Reactions”

• Hepler-Smith, “‘Just as the Structural Formula Does’: Names, Diagrams, and the Structure of Organic Chem-
istry at the 1892 Geneva Nomenclature Congress”

• (Nye, “Chemical Explanation and Physical Dynamics: Two Research Schools at the First Solvay Conferences,
1922–1928”)

Week 13: Kinds and Scale in Physical Sciences

• Batterman, “The Tyranny of Scales”

• Bursten “Smaller than a Breadbox: Scale and Natural Kinds”

Week 14: Kinds in Classical Physics

• Chang, Inventing Temperature, selections

• Wilson, “What is Classical Mechanics Anyway?”

Week 15: Other Sciences

• Fodor, “Special Sciences, or the Disunity of Science as a Working Hypothesis”

• Tabb, “Psychiatric Progress and the Assumption of Diagnostic Discrimination”

• (Grollman, “Discovering Natural Kinds of Robot Sensory Experiences in Unstructured Environments”)
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PHIL 700 Reading/Assignment Schedule 
 

WK TOPIC DT READING NOTES 
1 Introduction 1/27 Quine, “Natural Kinds”  

Metaphysics and General Topics 

2 Essences 2/3 Millikan, On Clear and Confused Ideas 
Bird, “The Metaphysics of Natural Kinds”  

3 Realism 2/10 

Hacking, “Working in a New World: A Taxonomic 
Solution” 
Boyd, “Realism, Anti-Foundationalism, and 
Enthusiasm for Natural Kinds” 

Withdraw Deadline 2/9 

4 Methodology 2/17 Bryant, Discovery and Decision 
Magnus, Scientific Enquiry and Natural Kinds  

5 Cross-
Cutting 2/24 

Khalidi, “Natural Kinds and Cross-Cutting 
Categories” 
Haslanger, “Gender and Race” 

 

Kinds and Language 

6 CTR 3/2 Kripke, Naming and Necessity 
Putnam, “The Meaning of ‘Meaning’”  

7 New Riddle 3/9 
Goodman, Fact, Fiction, Forecast 
Kuhn, “Commensurability, Comparability, 
Communicability” 

 

8 Language 
Games 3/16 Russell, “On Denoting” 

Dupre, “Is ‘Natural Kind’ a Natural Kind Term?” 
Summary Paper Due 
3/18 

NO CLASS 3/21–3/26 Spring Recess 
Individual Sciences 

9 Species 3/30 
Boyd, “Homeostasis, Species, and Higher Taxa” 
Wilkerson, “Species, Essences, and the Names of 
Natural Kinds”  

Extra Credit 
Opportunity: APA 
Conference 3/30–4/3 

10 Elements 4/6 
Hendry, “Elements, Compounds, and Other 
Chemical Kinds” 
LaPorte, Natural Kinds and Conceptual Change 

 

11 Water 4/13 VandeWall, “Why Water is Not H2O” 
Needham, “What is Water?”  

12 Reactions 4/20 Goodwin, “Mechanisms and Chemical Reactions” 
Hepler-Smith, “Just as the Structural Formula Does”  

13 Scale 4/27 Batterman, “The Tyranny of Scales” 
Bursten, “Smaller Than A Breadbox” Proposal Due 4/29 

14 Classical 
Physics 5/4 Chang, Inventing Temperature 

Wilson, “What is Classical Mechanics Anyway?”  

15 Other 
Sciences 5/11 

Fodor, “Special Sciences” 
Tabb, “Psychiatric Progress and the Assumption of 
Diagnostic Discrimination” 

Classification 
Workshop 5/14–5/15 
Final Paper Due 5/25 

Final Exam Period 5/18–5/25 
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