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Myth and Science 
Fall 2010 

History & Philosophy of Science (HPS) 0427 
Classics (CLASS) 0330 

Seminar: Tuesdays 6:00 – 8:30 p.m. Room 244b CL 
Office hours: Weds. 1-2, Thurs. 12-1, and by appointment

Julia R. Bursten   
Doctoral Student 
Department of History and Philosophy of Science  

E-Mail: jrb135@pitt.edu 
Phone: (412) 624-7599 

Office: 901-H CL
 
Course Description 

Mythology and science are generally understood to be two very distinct endeavors. The one is based in fact; the other in 
speculation. This distinction begins to break down, though, when one discovers that early science actually found its origins in, and 
then grew out of, mythology. Furthermore, both myth and science share the same ultimate goal: to provide explanations for the 
phenomena witnessed in the world around us. Despite the similarities, early science struggled to separate itself from its mythological 
counterpart while, at the same time, retaining many features found in mythology. The close relationship between science and myth 
continued for the next 2500 years and can still be seen in contemporary science.  

Our course divides into three sections. In the first, we characterize science, myth, and the distinction between the two. In the 
second, we examine samples of mythological and scientific theories in the ancient world, studying in particular the cosmological 
theories of Plato and Aristotle. In the final part, we survey the selected scientific texts written during late Antiquity and the Medieval 
period, examining the progress of their relationship with myth. 

Course Goals 
There are two primary goals in this course. The first is that you acquire a basic knowledge of some important periods in the 

history of science. The second is that you learn how to engage with historical texts. Quizzes will primarily assess your progress 
toward the first goal. Other evaluations will assess your progress toward either the first or the second goal, or both.  

In this course, you are expected to engage with primary texts from the historical periods we will cover, as well as with secondary 
texts and with each other. During the course, you will be evaluated on your ability to interpret primary texts, as well as to 
communicate your understanding of these texts. To interpret primary texts, you must also have knowledge of secondary sources, 
which will put the primary material into context. To demonstrate your ability to communicate understanding, you must command 
both written and spoken English, and improving your mastery of both is a secondary goal of this course. 
 
Readings 

Many readings for this course will be available on CourseWeb. All registered students will have access to CourseWeb, and it is 
the responsibility of the student to remedy any problems accessing readings on CourseWeb. Readings will be posted at least one 
week in advance. There are also required and recommended texts for the course, which are available in the campus bookstore. The 
abbreviations found beside the titles will be used in the semester schedule. 

Required Texts 
David C. Lindberg, The Beginnings of Western Science, 2nd ed.   ISBN 0226482057 
Plato, Timaeus, Zeyl translation      ISBN 0872204464 
 

Recommended Texts 
Aristotle, De Caelo (On the Heavens), Stocks translation   ISBN 1419138693 
Lloyd, G.E.R., Magic, Reason, and Experience    ISBN 0872205290 
Kirk, Raven, and Schofield, The Pre-Socratic Philosophers   ISBN 0521274559 
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University Resources and Requirements 
 

Writing Center 
A strong command of written English is necessary for any college education and is expected in this class. If you do not presently 
possess the skills required to compose clear, organized, and thoughtful essays, then you must be prepared to acquire them. I 
encourage you to speak with me during office hours if you are concerned about your performance in this area, and to make use of 
the University of Pittsburgh Writing Center. Further information on the Writing Center can be found online at 
http://www.english.pitt.edu/writingcenter/ 

 
Special Accommodations 

If you have a disability for which you are or may be requesting an accommodation, you are encouraged to contact both your 
instructor and Disability Resources and Services (DRS), 216 William Pitt Union, (412-648-7890) as early as possible in the term.  
DRS will verify your disability and determine reasonable accommodations for this course. 
 

Academic Integrity 
Students and faculty are expected to familiarize themselves with the published rules and regulations governing academic integrity, a 
term meaning the ethical standards of integrity by which each student and faculty member is expected to operate. As members of a 
community of learners, all students and instructors are expected to adhere to these behavioral, academic, and ethical standards of the 
University community and of their field of study. The Academic Integrity Code sets the standards for protocol regarding issues such 
as how to handle cheating or plagiarizing. It can be found at www.provost.pitt.edu/info/ai1.html 
 
Evaluation 
In this course you will be evaluated based on your performance in the following five areas. Your final grade will be calculated based 
on a weighted average of your grade in each of these areas.  

(1) Quizzes  (25%): Quizzes will be held on weeks 3, 6, 9, 12 and 14. I will not announce ahead of time when a quiz will be 
given during a class meeting, so a quiz could be given at the beginning, middle, or end of a class. I reserve the right to give 
an additional, unannounced quiz sometime during the term. If an additional quiz is given, your highest 5 quiz grades will 
be counted toward your final grade. 
You may not  make up quizzes outside of class. If extreme circumstances arise, a make-up writing assignment may be 
arranged. This accommodation will only be made if documentation of an extreme circumstance accompanies the request. 

(2) Presenta tions and Participat ion (25%) : 
• Each student will be required to give one presentat ion to the class on a portion of the required readings for the 

week.  Students may be allowed to present on recommended readings, but only if approved by the instructor.  A 
presentation sign up sheet will be passed around during the second meeting of the course.  You are expected to 
either distribute a handout for your presentation or give a PowerPoint presentation.  Presentations will be partially 
graded by your peers. 

• Partic ipa tion is required in this course, and a portion of each class meeting will involve group discussions of 
readings. It is the responsibility of each student to come to class prepared and to actively engage in discussion.  
Each of you will probably have picked up different points from the readings or have novel insights, and the 
purpose of the in-class discussion is to get you to share and compare your understandings of the texts.  

(3) Commentaries  (20%): In order to get you engaged and prepared to participate, I expect you to turn in brief 
commentaries in class before each meeting. Each student is excused from two weekly commentaries, no questions asked. 
Commentaries should be submitted by e-mail  to jrb135@pitt.edu  by 12 p.m. on the day of class. Commentaries 
should be informal, but they should reflect knowledge of the reading and a command of written English. Commentaries 
are meant to get you thinking about the reading as you enter the classroom for discussion, and I expect you to raise some of 
your opinions from your commentaries aloud in class. I reserve the right to assign specific prompts for commentaries as I 
see fit. 

(4) and (5) Essays (10% and 20%): Two essays will be assigned during the course, the first one approximately 800 words, 
due October 26, and the second approximately 1600 words, due December 14. Essay topics will be circulated at least two 
weeks before the due date. Essays must be submitted through turnitin.com. If you would like me to read a draft of your 
essay, you must send it to me no later than the Thursday before it is due. One full letter grade will be deducted from 
your essay grade for each day an essay is late. Essays will not be accepted after Friday of the week they are due. 

 
Extra credit opportunities may be available throughout the semester and will be announced in class .   
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Semester Schedule 
 
The following abbreviations indicated where a particular reading is to be found. All readings from recommended texts (LLY and 
KRS) will also be posted on CourseWeb. 
 
David C. Lindberg, The Beginnings of Western Science, 2nd ed.   BWS 
Plato, Timaeus, Zeyl translation      TIM 
Aristotle, De Caelo (On the Heavens), Stocks translation   DEC 
Lloyd, G.E.R., Magic, Reason, and Experience    LLY 
Kirk, Raven, and Schofield, The Pre-Socratic Philosophers   KRS 
CourseWeb readings folder      CW 
Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (http://plato.stanford.edu)  SEP 
Other        OTH 
 
Week 1,  August  31: Introduction to Myth and Science 
 

Part  I : Defining Science and Myth 
 
Week 2,  September 7: What is Science? 

• Required Readings:  
o CW: Selections from Reading the Book of Nature, by Peter Kosso 
o BWS: “What is Science?” pp. 1-3  

• Recommended Readings: 
o LLY: “Introduction” pp. 1-9 
o BWS: Chapter 1, pp. 1-20 
o SEP: “Science and Pseudo-Science”  

 
Week 3,  September 14: What is Myth?* 

• Required Readings:  
o CW: Selections from Essential Sacred Writings from Around the World, by Mircia Eliade 
o CW: Book of Genesis 1:1 – 2:2 

• Recommended Readings: 
o CW: “Theories of Myth” by Percy Cohen 

 
Part  II:  Ancient Greek Myth & Science 

 
Week 4,  September 21: Greek Mythology 

• Required Readings:  
o CW: “Theogony” by Hesiod 
o CW: “Greek Creation Myths” by Graves 

• Recommended Readings 
o KRS: Sections 1.1, 1.2, 1.5 
o BWS: pp. 21-25 “The World of Homer and Hesiod” 

 
Week 5,  September 28: The Presocrat ics I 

• Required Readings:  
o CW: Selections from The Presocratics by Philip Wheelwright, Thales to Parmenides 
o BWS: pp. 25-34 

• Recommended Readings 
o SEP: “Presocratic Philosophy” 
o LLY: “Presocratic Natural Philosophy,” pp. 139-146 
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Week 6,  October 5: The Presocrat ics II* 

• Required Readings:  
o CW: Selections from The Presocratics by Philip Wheelwright, Zeno to Democritus 

• Recommended Readings 
o SEP: “Anaxagoras” 
o SEP: “Democritus” 

 
NO CLASS October 12 — Monday Classes Meet 
 
Week 7,  October 19: Timaeus I 

• Required Readings:  
o TIM: Selection from “Introduction,” pp. xiii-xxv 
o TIM: 21d (“Let me tell you this story then, Socrates…”) to 34b (“…himself is a blessed god.”) 

• Recommended Readings: 
o SEP: “Plato” 
o SEP: “Plato’s Timaeus” 

 
Week 8,  October 26: Timaeus II             ESSAY 1 DUE 

• Required Readings:  
o BWS: pp. 34-45 
o TIM: 53c (“First of all, everyone knows…”) to 69a (“…partaken of in any other way.”) 

• Recommended Readings: 
o TIM: 34b-53c 

 
Week 9,  November 2: Aristotle I* 

• Required Readings: 
o DEC: Sections 1-4 of Book I and sections 1-9 and section 14 of Book II 
o BWS: pp. 45-60 

• Recommended Readings: 
o LLY: “Aristotle,” pp. 200-225 

 
Week 10, November 9: Aristot le II 

• Required Readings: 
o CW: “The Sacred Disease” from Hippocratic Writings 
o CW: Generation and Corruption, book II, section 3 
o CW: Meteorology, book IV, sections 1-7  
o CW: Generation of Animals, book II, sections 2-3 

• Recommended Readings: 
o BWS: pp. 60-66 
 

Part  III : Se lected Sciences After Aristotle  
 
Week 11, November 16: Mathematical  and Cosmological  Sciences in Late Antiquity  

• Required Readings 
o BWS: Chapter 5 
o CW: Selections from The Face in the Moon, by Plutarch 

 
 
Week 12, November 23: Early Islamic Science* 

• Required Readings 
o BWS: Chapter 8 
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o CW: Selections from Kitab al-Manazir (Book of Optics), by Alhazen 
 
Week 13, November 30: The Science of  Matter in the Middle Ages 

• Required Readings:  
o CW: “The Science of Matter,” by Robert Multhauf 
o CW: Selections from The Leyden Papyrus 

 
Week 14, December 7:  Medieval  Alchemy and Medicine* 

• Required Readings 
o CW: Selections from De Natura Rerum, by Paracelsus 
o BWS: pp. 290-295 and 321-333 

• Recommended Readings 
o CW: “The Visible and the Invisible: From Alchemy to Paracelsus” 

 
 
Week 15: December 14                 ESSAY 2 DUE 
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Abbreviated Course Schedule 

Read all assignments before class and bring them to class the day they are being covered. 

Days with Quizzes are marked with an Asterisk. 

 

WEEK  DATE  TOPIC  ASSIGNMENT(S)  

1  8/31  Introduction to Myth & Science None 

2  9/07  What is Science? CW: Reading the Book of Nature 
BWS: “What is Science?” pp. 1-3  

3  9/14  What is Myth?* CW: Essential Sacred Writings from Around the World  
CW: Book of Genesis 1:1 – 2:2 

4  9/21  Greek Mythology CW: “Theogony”  
CW: “Greek Creation Myths”  

5  9/28  The Presocratics I CW: The Presocratics, Thales to Parmenides 
BWS: pp. 25-34 

6  10/5  The Presocratics II* CW: The Presocratics, Zeno to Democritus 

 10/12  FALL BREAK  

7  10/19  Timaeus I                                
ESSAY 1 DUE  

TIM: “Introduction,” pp. xiii-xxv 
TIM: 21d to 34b  

8  10/26  Timaeus II BWS: pp. 34-45 
TIM: 53c to 69a  

9  11/2  Aristotle I* DEC: I.1-I.4; II.1-II.9; II.14 
BWS: pp. 45-60 

10  11/9  Aristotle II 

CW: “The Sacred Disease” from Hippocratic Writings 
CW: Generation and Corruption II.3 
CW: Meteorology IV.1-IV.7  
CW: Generation of Animals II.2-II.3 

11  11/16  Math and Cosmology in Late Antiquity BWS: Chapter 5 
CW: The Face in the Moon 

12  11/23  Early Islamic Science* BWS: Chapter 8 
CW: Kitab al-Manazir (Book of Optics) 

13  11/30  The Science of Matter in the Middle Ages CW: “The Science of Matter”  
CW: The Leyden Papyrus 

14  12/7  Medieval Alchemy and Medicine CW: De Natura Rerum 
BWS: pp. 290-295 and 321-333 

 12/14   ESSAY 2 DUE  

 


