
U3A Port Phillip 2017 Term 1  

Science and Philosophy: friend or foe? 

 

Notes on Class 1  (7 Feb 2017) Introductory 

1. What is meant by ‘science’?  by ‘philosophy’?  friends or foes? 

2. What is Science? 

 A mode of inquiry; a method; a set of dogmas 

 Classifications: physical sciences; life sciences; ‘formal sciences’ 

 Origins and development 

What is special about scientific inquiry? 

 Claims to be reliable; 

 Allows us to make predictions 

 Requires us to test claims and hypotheses 
 
3. Scientific Method  (simplified version): 
 

 
                                                            (Theories; scientific laws)  
                                                                         hypothesis 

 
 
 
 
 

  
              hypothesis-formation            hypothesis-testing 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Facts acquired through observation                               Predictions; explanations        
     through observation 

 
Note:  

 Hypotheses are tested by gathering more data (confirmatory evidence); experimentation; 
attempting to falsify. 

 Beware of ‘confirmation bias’ – (unconsciously selecting evidence that fits the theory) 

 Science is a collaborative activity 
 

Some Key Terms: 
Theory: An explanation framework…. serve to unify seemingly disparate phenomena, and to explain 
the relevant laws 



 A speculative idea, capable of being tested…. more abstract than laws and generalisations 

 are often said to be constructs (rather than something we discover in nature) 

 need to be tested (deduction; induction) 
 
Data: Known facts or propositions that are used as a basis for reasoning 

 
Empirical Evidence: Data which is based on experience or observation: ‘facts’ 
 
Anecdotal evidence: evidence based on hear-say or personal contact; a sub-class of empirical evidence 
 
Being Scientific =  

a method; 
a set of values. 

 
4. What do we mean by ‘nature’? 

 Nature as animate being: Ancients ‘soul’; anima; qualitative and quantitative methods 

Aristotle: De Anima – was translated as “of the soul”; other meanings of Anima relate to: 

breath, spirit; animate (alive); animation (moving); animal…”Soul” now has theological 

connotations which were not part of its original meaning. 

 

 Nature as machine - Enlightenment – rationality; empirical evidence – ‘data’: 

 

Early enlightenment (emergence of quantitative methods; ‘big data’) 

 Bacon 1561 – 1626 

 Galileo 1564 – 1642 

 

Mid-enlightenment  (triumph of mechanical philosophy – nature, including  human body, as 

a machine) 

 Descartes 1596 - 1650 

 Newton 1643 – 1727 

Post-enlightenment  (decline of mechanical philosophy – emergence of new ways of thinking 

about nature) 

 Darwin 1809 - 1882 

 Einstein 1879 – 1955 

 

 Nature as living organism?   

The ‘new’  biology; ‘new’ physics; environmental science; complexity theorists 

The idea of planetary interconnectedness (Gaia hypothesis); the planet as superorganism 

5. Search for the grand unified theory; causation. Assumption of regularities in the universe. 

6.  the role of ‘big data’ 

7.  Science as a set of dogmas: Rupert Sheldrake, “The Science Delusion” 

8. What is philosophy? 

 Inquiry; questioning 

 Critical thinking: reasoning; argument 

 Examining  assumptions 



 New ways of seeing 

 What does it mean to … (exist; be a human person; do the right thing; be just…) 

Branches of philosophy: 

 Metaphysics:  What is reality? Who/what am I? 

 Epistemology: how do I know? 

 Ethics:  what should I do? 

Also: 

 Philosophy of science 

 Philosophy of art 

 Philosophy of history 

 Political philosophy … 

Etc…. 

 

Resources for Class 1: 

 

On Science: 

 

 Brian Cox; Richard Feynman:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kBqemHR49-c 
 

 Rupert Sheldrake: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JKHUaNAxsTg  
 

 On objectivity in science:  https://blogs.scientificamerican.com/doing-good-
science/httpblogsscientificamericancomdoing-good-science20110720the-objectivity-thing-or-
why-science-is-a-team-sport/ 
 

 Science as child’s play: https://aeon.co/essays/how-the-scientific-method-came-from-watching-
children-play 
 

 For some scientific issues see The Economist, Science Briefs: 

http://www.economist.com/sciencebriefs 

 

On Philosophy: 

 From Philosophy Now (assorted definitions):  

https://philosophynow.org/issues/79/What_Is_Philosophy_and_How_Do_We_Do_It 

 

 Massimo Pigliucci: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OfYw9OqD8YA 

 

 Nigel Warburton, The Open University: http://www.open.ac.uk/Arts/philosophy/whatis.shtml 

 

 For a more inclusive definition of philosophy: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philosophy 

 

 On philosophy of science: https://blogs.scientificamerican.com/doing-good-science/what-is-

philosophy-of-science-and-should-scientists-care/ 
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