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Instructor Information:
Patricia Rich
office: Cathedral of Learning 901D 
email: plrich@pitt.edu
  

Course Information:
location: Cathedral of Learning 204 
time: Mondays, 6:00-8:30
office hours: Mondays 1:30 – 3:30 and by 
appointment

Course Description: This course will explore two competing modes of thought, “magic” and 
“science,” which seem diametrically opposed as world-views and tool sets. Magic brings to mind
mystics, trickery, danger, curses and legends, while scientists may seem modern, dull, 
methodical, and unimaginative … yet uniquely rational. Although our discourse will largely bear 
out the conceptual opposition between magic and science, we will see that their historical 
relationship is quite different from what we envision in many respects. For one, the practitioners 
of magic and science are one and the same in many cases; in the historical record, these different 
modes of thought have coexisted in the same thinkers and societies with an ease which is 
remarkable given our perceptions of them. Further, in contrast to the idea of the steady march of 
scientific progress, we will find that the true trajectory has been much more of a drunkard's walk 
with scientific breakthroughs being displaced by notions borne of myth – even prior to the 
notorious Dark Ages. Finally, even the modes of thought themselves have some overlap that 
often goes unnoticed, with for example certain aesthetic values and metaphor playing an 
enduring role in science. In this course we will explore these themes and discuss this intricate 
connection between magic and science by reading a selection of historical and philosophical 
sources. Specifically, we will divide our inquiry loosely into three units –  cosmology, astrology, 
and medicine – and focus especially on the Ancient Greeks, Middle Ages and subsequent 
Scientific Revolution, and modern scientific practice as a basis of comparison.  
 
Course Objectives:

General philosophical skills:
 Practice reading academic philosophy and primary source material for deep 

comprehension
 Pull key themes and argument structures from texts
 Evaluate arguments critically and explore possible weaknesses
 Develop your own reasoned arguments that engage and respond to others' arguments
 Express your arguments in writing and improve written work by engaging with the 

writing process 

Knowledge objectives:
 Gain insight into the dichotomy between magic and science as it exists in theory
 Critically evaluate this dichotomy and investigate the interplay of magical and scientific 

practices through history



 Learn new facts about the study and practice of medicine and cosmology in the past and 
present   

 Identify key features of modern scientific methodology and appreciate their functions

Text:
All readings will be posted to the course Blackboard site or available online. 
Many of them come from these volumes:

 Longrigg, James. Greek Rational Medicine: Philosophy and Medicine from Alcmaeon to 
the Alexandrians. Routledge, 1993.

 Munitz, Milton K., ed. Theories of the Universe: From Babylonian Myth to Modern 
Science. Simon and Schuster, 2008.

 Newman, William R., ed. Secrets of Nature: Astrology and Alchemy in Early Modern 
Europe. MIT Press, 2001.

Course Requirements:
You should come to class on time each day having carefully read the material to be discussed. 
This is especially important since the class meets only once each week. Fulfillment of this 
requirement will be tested through frequent, unannounced, one-question quizzes that cannot be 
made up; occasionally there will also be brief assignments due in class. While I will usually 
moderate and guide the discussion, you are expected to be actively involved, asking questions 
and supplying answers and comments during class.  You will also produce short, guided written 
work throughout the semester to test comprehension and to prepare you for writing the longer 
term paper. This term paper will be shared with the class the last week in an informal 
presentation.        

Grading:
25% Reading quizzes
10% Early reading summary
10% Short answer writing assignment 
10% Reading response writing assignment 
10% Other miscellaneous assignments
30% Term paper 
5% Final presentation of term paper

Explanation of Requirements and Grading:

Reading Quizzes: 
There will be assigned readings for most classes; these will be made available on CourseWeb.  
You should come to class each day having read the material to be discussed. To make sure that 
you are attending regularly and reading carefully, unannounced reading quizzes will be given 
frequently.  Each quiz will consist of one question that should be easy to answer if you have 
generally grasped the reading (i.e. small details will not be tested). Quizzes will be graded on a 5 
point scale, with 5 being a perfect answer, 3 being an answer that doesn’t make clear whether 
you read mindfully, and 1 being an answer that shows that the student did not read or understand 
the material.  



Absent or late students receive no credit and cannot make up the quizzes; they are partially 
intended to incentivize attendance and participation in class discussions. However, since it is 
understandable that students may on occasion miss class due to illness or other personal reasons, 
your two lowest grades will be dropped.   

Short Writing Assignment
The first three writing assignments, one due each month, will be short and straightforward. Their 
purpose is to check your understanding of the readings and make sure you're really thinking 
about them. They also give you the opportunity to practice writing about the material and get 
feedback before the final paper. The summary will be a simple overview of a reading and should 
not be more than half a page; the focus is on the main ideas and how they relate. The short 
answer assignment involves giving paragraph responses to a number of prompts. The response 
requires you to present an argument in no more than a page presenting your view with regards to 
a reading. In all of these cases you will produce a short final product but you should do a careful 
job, planning your points and revising your work. 

Term Paper:
For the term paper you will write a full paper on a topic of your choosing related to the course. 
You should express a new or originally-argued viewpoint and justify it, but you must also engage
the readings by connecting your argument to some discussed in class. The last class will be 
devoted to presentations, where everyone will briefly share their papers. More detailed 
instructions will be provided in class. 

Course Policies:

Attendance and Preparation

While I will not record absences and there is no maximum number of absences permitted to pass 
the course, frequent absences will negatively impact your grade by reducing your reading quiz 
and assignment grades. Students should aim for full attendance. It is also imperative that you do 
the assigned readings carefully before class; quality discussions depend on everyone's 
preparation and familiarity with the readings under consideration.  

Course Conduct

Unless you have a documented need for special accommodation, laptops and other devices are 
not permitted in class, and their use can negatively impact your grade. this is a discussion-based 
course, which means that you must be in class and participating in the discussions in order to 
work through the material with your classmates, understand it thoroughly, and form and test your
own views on the complex topics we will discuss. To ensure full participation and give everyone 
a chance to be involved, I will randomly call on people as much as necessary.

Policy on Cheating and Plagiarism 

All work in this course must be your own and written work should attribute credit properly to all 
sources. Cheating or plagiarism on any assignment will result in a failed course grade. 



Grading

All assignments and papers will be graded and returned to you at the next class. To ensure fair 
and consistent grading all writing will be graded using rubrics, which will be made available to 
you. If you have a question or concern about your grade on an assignment, please talk to me 
within a week of receiving your grade. 



*Tentative* Schedule:

Date Reading Notes

1/5 syllabus

1/12 Ionian & Pythagorean Cosmology & Lucretius Early summary out

1/19 N/A MLK day; no class 

1/26 Timaeus Early summary due

2/2 Aristotle & Ptolemy, Dreyer

2/9 Copernicus & AA book intro (simplicity)

2/16 Galileo & Kepler & AA Ch. 4 (what's wrong with 
Astrology? Ethics: patronage then and now)

Short answer assignment out

2/23 Lecture audio & Longrigg Intro (scientific method, 
relationship between science & religion, philosophy)

Short answers due

3/2 Longrigg Ch 1 & 2 (alternative medicine and the sci. 
method)

Small assignment out

3/9 N/A Spring break; no class 

3/16 AA Ch 2 & 3 (placebo effect) Small assignment due

3/23 Longrigg Ch 3 (equilibrium, homeostasis, nature of 
health and medicine)

Reflection out

3/30 Distant Mirror & Longrigg Ch 4 (plague, ebola) Reflection response due

4/6 Prof and Madman excerpts required; Longrigg Ch 5 & 
6 optional (schizophrenia over time, DSM)

Topic due for thesis workshop

4/13 AA Ch 7 OR Longrigg Ch 7 (Could we lose our 
scientific mindset? Could we experience another dark 
ages?)

Outline due for workshop

4/20 Last class; paper sharing

4/23 Term papers due
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