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 THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF MODERN SCIENCE  
 
Research Paper Topics         Fall 2009 
 
1. Describe and evaluate Aristotle's arguments in favor of a geocentric cosmology 

in the context of Greek science, showing how they are supported by his theory of 
motion. 

 
2. Explain what was at issue in the dispute over the Preface to Copernicus’s 

Revolutions. State clearly the philosophy espoused by Osiander and Bellarmine 
towards the interpretation of astronomy, and the rival view advocated in 
particular by Kepler.  

 
3. In his book, Koestler contends that great scientific discoveries are made as if in 

sleepwalking. Do you agree? Discuss with reference to his account of how Kepler 
discovered his Second Law, as well as other evidence he offers in support of this 
view. 

 
4. Could the (narrow) Copernican revolution have occurred at any time between 

Aristarchus and Copernicus? Or were there specific developments that had to 
take place first? Discuss with reference to Islamic, Indian and Chinese 
contributions to the development of astronomy and cosmology. 

5. Did science remain undeveloped through the Middle Ages? Discuss with reference 
to developments in the science of optics. 

6. Describe the chief objections to the motion of the Earth and explain how Galileo 
goes about countering them. What new principles does he establish, and by 
means of what methods and rhetorical strategies? 

 
7. What was the role of the Catholic Church in the reception of Copernicus’ 

doctrine? Give an account of the relations between astronomy and church 
doctrine from his time through to Galileo’s and Descartes’s. 

 
8. The rationality of modern scientific method is often contrasted with the method 

of “pseuo-sciences” like alchemy. But according to Newman the experimental 
method is an inheritance from alchemy (“chymistry”). Discuss. 

 
9. What are the points of similarity and difference between the atomism of the 

Ancient Greeks and that of the 17th century? What developments in the 
understanding of matter theory were necessary for the emergence of the more 
modern conceptions?  
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10. Develop one of your research assignments into an essay. (If you take this option, 
or think up your own topic, you must get my approval first.).  

 
♦ Your paper should be 15-20 typed double-spaced pages,  
♦ a draft of at least 10 pp.  is due by October 30 (10% of grade), and 
♦ the final version is due Nov 27 (25%). 


