
Phil 100: Introduction to Philosophy 26 March 2010
Instructor: Jacob Rump

Second Paper: Descartes, Kant, Nietzsche, Russell

Due as an email attachment (.doc) by 4PM on Friday, April 9th

Write a paper of about five pages (~1500 words) using one of the following prompts.  Be sure to cite passages from 
the text(s) to support your position, and to present a unified and coherent argument that shows your own philosophical 
thinking, and does not merely summarize the readings or our class discussion.  You may use any style sheet you like 
(Chicago, MLA, etc.) but use it consistently. Page number citations to the assigned editions are expected for all texts.  I 
am happy to look at drafts of thesis statements, outlines, etc., or to discuss paper ideas with you during office hours or  
via email, but I will not respond to such requests initiated less than 24 hours before the paper is due. 

Prompts:

A) Since the renaissance, European philosophers have increasingly seen their own activity in relation to that of 
science.  Choose two texts from this section, and show how they can be seen to address scientific themes.  Do 
these texts seem to lend support and credence to science?  To critique or criticize it? How do the texts you have 
selected differ from each other in their position toward science?  Do you think these philosophers would consider 
science and philosophy to be equally important, or would they place science above philosophy, or vice-versa? 
Compare the two accounts in terms of these questions, then briefly discuss your own position on this topic.  

B) Language plays a very prominent philosophical role in the texts in this section of the course from Nietzsche and 
Russell.  Why do you think these philosophers turn to language in their philosophical accounts?  In what ways 
might their reasons for focusing on language be similar, and in what ways do these reasons seem to you very 
different?  What might this tell us about the role of language in thinking about the relationship between the self, 
the  world,  and our  knowledge?   Be  sure  to show an  understanding  of  how language  functions  as  a  critical 
component of their philosophical positions.  Which account do you most agree with, and why?

C) While most of the texts we have studied this semester have focused on ideas about the world and knowledge 
oriented toward the individual self, Kant’s essay explicitly suggests the necessity of thinking about the world and 
knowledge in relation to society as a whole, and thus of considering the self in relation to others.  What are the 
merits of this approach, and what are the drawbacks?  Do you find a recognition of the importance of society and 
of others implicit in any of the other texts from this section of the course?  If so, show how thier conception of 
compares to that offered by Kant.  If not, focus on arguing extensively for your own views on this question (but 
please  do not conceive of the paper as a “critique” of Descartes, Nietzsche, or Russell for ignoring the role of 
others: all of these figures do indeed have important things to say about others and society, but such themes are 
not adequately addressed in the texts we have read to allow for proper and balanced criticism).

D) Is there progress in philosophy?  Is philosophy an aid to progress in other areas of human endeavor?  Discuss 
this question using two texts from this section of the course.  What do the philosophers you have chosen seem to 
think about this?  Do they address the issue directly, or is it something we can infer from the other philosophical 
ideas presented in the text?  Do you agree or disagree with these positions?  Be sure to argue for your own 
position, and to situate your own thoughts in relation to the texts you’ve chosen.

E)  In this  section  of  the course,  we  have  encountered a  variety  of  different  styles  of  philosophical  writing: 
Descartes’ distinctive first person “I” perspective in his Meditations, the “popular” character of Kant’s essay “What 
is  Enlightenment,” the poetic  and metaphorical  quality of Nietzsche’s  “On Truth and Lying in a  Non-moral 
sense,” and the careful, concise, analytical reasoning of Russell’s Problems of Philosophy.  Pick one philosophical text 
from this unit, and show how the style in which it is written and argued is particularly suited for the philosophical 
ideas and issues presented in the text.  Be sure your paper both analyzes the stylistic elements of the text, and 
shows a strong knowledge of its central philosophical themes and how those themes are presented in argument.


