
       

 

 
 

       
             

              
              

            
                

               
              

            
             

              
                

               
   

   

NYU Paris, FREN-UA 9865 

Science & Reason from Descartes to the Present 

Instructor Information 
● TBA

Course Information 
● FREN-UA 9865
● Science & Reason from Descartes to the Present
● The rediscovery and reinterpretation of scientific texts from antiquity in the sixteenth century, the

invention of the scientific method in the 17th century, and the deep connections between science
and Enlightenment philosophies in the 18th century are key moments in the way in which
scientists, philosophers, and writers have sought to map the relationship between knowledge, the
physical world, and society. This progress, for many, is the very mark of modernity. In this course,
such connections will be explored, as well as the way notions of rationality, progress, ethics, and
of the role of nonhumans have shaped social relations and humans’ relationship to the so-called
“natural” (i.e. physical) world. Through readings in the history of science, literature, philosophy,
ecocriticism, and anthropology, from the 17th century to today and our entrance into the
“Anthropocene,” this course aims to tease out some of the major strands that constitute the
scientific world view, as well as some of the ways in which literary texts and cultural productions
nuance or question that world view, especially in our times of ecological crisis. Includes site visits
in and around Paris.

● Monday & Wednesday 10.45-12.15
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○ Room _______ 

Course Overview and Goals 

Upon Completion of this Course, students will be able to: 
● Discuss the relationship between mankind, technology and the natural world in the French 

philosophical canon and modern history. 
● Discuss the advent of the modern human subject and the history of materialism in relation to the 

birth of naturalism and human notions of animality and the non-human world. 
● Reflect upon the new climatic regime and its challenges. 

Course Requirements 

Class Participation 

Attendance is essential to your progress is this class. You will be expected to read to material assigned 
for each session, come to class prepared, and participate actively to out discussions. 

Weekly forum post 
in order to come to class prepared, you will have to pos a brief paragraph of reflections/questions about 
the readings before class time (on NYU classes). 

Class presentation 

Once during this term, you will have to pick one of the primary or secondary readings and prepare an 
oral presentation to introduce some aspects of the text that seem especially important to you, and lead 
the follow-up discussion with your classmates. 

Tests & Quizzes 

You will be expected to write a midterm paper (6 pages) and a final paper (10 pages). 

Assigned Readings 

See reading schedule below. 

Grading of Assignments 

The grade for this course will be determined according to the following formula: 

Assignments/Activities % of Final Grade 

Class participation 10% 

Weekly Forum posts 10% 

Presentation 15% 

Midterm paper 25% 

Final paper 40% 
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Letter Grades 

Letter grades for the entire course will be assigned as follows: 

Letter Grade Points Description 

A 16-20 Outstanding 

A- 15 Excellent 

B+ 14 Very Good 

B 13 Good 

B- 12 Satisfactory 

C+ 11 Above Average 

C 10 Average 

C- 9 Below Average 

D+ 8 Unsatisfactory 

D 7 Low Pass 

D- 6 Low Pass 

F 5 Fail 

Course Schedule 

Topics and Assignments 

Date Topic Reading 
Assignment 

Due 

03/02 
The Myth of Nature, 
the Nature of Men 

Yan Arthus-Bertrand, Home. 
(movie—in class) 

05/02 
The Myth of Nature, 
the Nature of Men 

Jean-Pierre Vernant, “Between the Beasts and 
the Gods,” in Myth and Though among the 
Greeks, p. 143-182. 

10/02 
The Rational Subject & 
the Subjection of Nature 

Decartes, Discourse on Method + 
Meditations on First Philosophy (2 & 6) Forum post 

12/02 
The Rational Subject & the 
Subjection of Nature 

Montaigne, An Apologie of Raymond Sebond. 
Buffon, Epochs of Nature, 7th Epoch (p. 
119-178) 

Forum post 
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17/02 
The Enlightenment—Reason and 
Radical Materialism 

Diderot, D’Alembert’s dream (p. 149 – 223) Forum post 

19/02 
The Enlightenment—Reason and 
Radical Materialism 

Diderot, Supplement to the Voyage of 
Bougainville. 

Forum post 

21/09 
The Enlightenment—Technique 
& Ethics 

Rousseau, A Discourse on the Sciences and 
the Arts (BPW p. 3 – 24) Forum post 

24/02 
The Enlightenment—Technique 
& Ethics 

Rousseau, Reveries of the Solitary Walker Forum post 

26/02 
The Enlightenment — The 
Politics of Reason 

Rousseau, Discourse on the origin of Inequality 
among men. Forum post 

02/03 
The Enlightenment — The 
Politics of Reason 

Montesquieu, Persian Letters, “Story of the 
Troglodytes” (Letters 11–14). 
Montesquieu, Spirit of the Law. 
(excerpts—Climate Theory and the separation 
of powers) 

04/03 
The Religion of Progress & 
Urban Changes 

Condorcet, Sketch for a Historical Picture of the 
Progress of the Human Mind. (excerpts) Forum post 

09/03 The Religion of Progress & 
Urban Changes 

Pamela Pilbeam, “A New Generation Planning 
for a Golden Age,” in Saint-Simonian in 
Nineteeth-Century France, p. 5–24. 
David Garrioch, “Urbanism or Despotism?” in 
The Making of Revolutionary Paris, p. 207–236. 

Forum post 

11/03 
Lands to Conquer—Civilizing 
Mission and Colonial 
Exploitation 

Osama Abi-Mershed, “Never the Twain Shall 
Meet?” in Apostles of Modernity: 
Saint-Simonians and the Civilizing Mission in 
Algeria, p. 17–33. 
Edward Said, “Introduction,” in Orientalism, p. 
1–28. 

Forum post 

16/03 
Lands to Conquer—Civilizing 
Mission and Colonial 
Exploitation 

Michael A. Osborne, “The System of Colonial 
Gardens and the Exploitation of French Algeria, 
1830–1852,” Proceedings of the Meeting of the 
French Colonial Historical Society, Vol. 8 (1985), 
pp. 160–168. 
Andrea E.Duffy, “Civilizing through Cork: 
Conservationism and la Mission Civilisatrice in 
French Colonial Algeria,” Environmental History 
23 (2018): 270–292. 

Forum post 

18/03 
Winners and Losers: Workers & 
the World Capital of Consumer 
Culture 

Émile Zola, The Ladies’ Paradise. (excerpts) Forum post 
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Tyler Stoval, Transnational France, The Modern 
History of a Universal Nation, p. 69–97 & p. 
148–158. 

23/03 
Winners and Losers: Workers & 
the World Capital of Consumer 
Culture 

Flora Tristan, The Workers’ Union. Forum post 

25/03 Excursion: Musée des Arts et de l’Industrie Midterm essay 

30/03 
Positivism, Progress and 
Technological Monsters 

Mary Shelley, Frankenstein, or the Modern 
Prometheus. (excerpts) 
Jules Vernes, The Castle of the Carpathians. 
(Excerpts) 
Auguste Comte, Introduction to Positive 
Philosophy. 

Forum post 

01/04 

Technology and its Discontent: 
Trains, Engines and the 
anti-Moderns 

Walter Benjamin, The Work of Art in the Age of 
Mechanical Reproduction. 
Tyler Stoval, Transnational France, The Modern 
History of a Universal Nation, p. 129–137. 

Forum post 

SPRING BREAK 

Monday 13/04: HOLIDAY – NO CLASS 

15/04 
Technology and its Discontent: 
Trains, Engines and the 
anti-Moderns 

Zola, The Beast Within. (chapter 2) 
Huysmans, Against Nature. (chapter 8) Forum post 

20/04 
Humans after all? Humans and 
Non-Human Animals 

Pierre Boulle, Planet of the Apes. 
Donna Harraway, “Animal Sociology and a 
Natural Economy of the Body Politic: A Political 
Physiology of Dominance,” in Simians, Cyborgs, 
and Women: The Reinvention of Nature, p. 
7–20. 

Forum post 

22/04 
Humans after all? Humans and 
Non-Human Animals 

Jean-Christophe Bailly, The Animal Side, 
trans. Catherine Porter. 
Derrida, The Animal That Therefore I Am. (short 
excerpt) 

Forum post 

27/04 The Age of the Anthropocene 

Welcome to the Anthropocene. (UN sponsored 
movie) 
Philip Usher, “Untranslating the Anthropocene,” 
diacritics, Volume 44, Number 3, 2016, pp. 
56–77. 

Forum post 

29/04 The Age of the Anthropocene 
Bruno Latour, “On the Instability of (the notion) 
of Nature,” in Facing Gaia, Eight Lectures on the 
New Climatic Regime. 

Forum post 
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04/05 Waste and recycling Slavoj Zizek and Trash, in Examined Life, Astra 
Taylor. (movie) Forum post 

06/05 
Excursion: Sytcom recycling facility 
11am – 12pm 
41 Boulevard de Douamond - 75017 Paris 

11/05 
Ecocriticism and Human 
Responsibility 

Neil Evernden, “Beyond Ecology—Self, Place 
and the Pathetic Fallacy,” in Glotfelty & Fromm, 
The Ecocriticism reader: Landmark in Literary 
Ecology, p. 92–103. 
Bonneuil & Fressoz, The Shock of the 
Anthropocene— The Earth, History and Us, 
trans. David Fernbach (excerpts). 

13/05 
Ecocriticism and Human 
Responsibility Mélanie Laurent & Cyril Dion, Tomorrow. 

(Movie) 

Intro + 
outline of 
final essay 

19/05 Final essay 

Course Materials 

Required Textbooks & Materials 

● Descartes, Discourse on Method and Meditations on First Philosophy, ISBN: 
978-0872204201 

● Diderot, Rameau's Nephew and D'Alembert's Dream, ISBN: 978-0140441734 
● Rousseau, The Basic Political Writings, ISBN: 978-1603846738 
● Pierre Boulle, Planet of the Apes, ISBN : 9780099529040 
● Auguste Comte, Introduction to Positive Philosophy, ISBN : 978087220500 
● Zola, Au Bonheur des Dames (The Ladies' Delight), 978-0140447835 

Recommended Textbooks & Materials 

● Rousseau, Reveries of the Solitary Walker, ISBC: 978-0140443639 
● Jean-Christophe Bailly, The Animal Side, ISBN: 978-0823234448 
● Flora Tristan, The worker’s Union, ISBN: 9780252075292 
● Walter Benjamin, The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction, 

Resources 

● Access your course materials: NYU Classes (nyu.edu/its/classes) 
● Databases, journal articles, and more: Bobst Library (library.nyu.edu) 
● Assistance with strengthening your writing: NYU Writing Center (nyu.mywconline.com) 
● Obtain 24/7 technology assistance: IT Help Desk (nyu.edu/it/servicedesk) 
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Course Policies 

Attendance and Tardiness 

● Study abroad at Global Academic Centers is an academically intensive and immersive 
experience in which students from a wide range of backgrounds exchange ideas in 
discussion-based seminars. Learning in such an environment depends on the active participation 
of all students. And since classes typically meet once or twice a week, even a single absence can 
cause a student to miss a significant portion of a course. To ensure the integrity of this academic 
experience, class attendance at the centers is mandatory, and unexcused absences will be 
penalized with a two percent deduction from the student’s final course grade for every week's 
worth of classes missed. Students are responsible for making up any work missed due to 
absence. Repeated absences in a course may result in harsher penalties including failure. 

● Unexcused absences affect students’ grades: unexcused absences will be penalized with a 2% 
deduction from the students’ final course grade. 

● Absences are excused only for illness, religious observance, and emergencies. 

Illness: For a single absence, students may be required to provide a doctor’s note, at the discretion of 
the Associate Director of Academics. In the case of two consecutive absences, students must provide a 
doctor’s note. Exams, quizzes, and presentations will not be made up without a doctor’s note. 

Religious Observance: Students observing a religious holiday during regularly scheduled class time 
are entitled to miss class without any penalty to their grade. This is for the holiday only and does not 
include the days of travel that may come before and/or after the holiday. Students must notify their 
instructor and the Academic Office in writing via email one week in advance before being absent for this 
purpose. If exams, quizzes, and presentations are scheduled on a holiday a student will observe, the 
Associate Director, in coordination with the instructor, will reschedule them. 

Please note: if you are unable to attend class, you are required to email your professors directly 
to notify them. 

Late Assignment 
Late submission or work will be accepted only with justifiable reasons of health or family emergency. 
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Academic Honesty/Plagiarism 

At NYU, a commitment to excellence, fairness, honesty, and respect within and outside the classroom 
is essential to maintaining the integrity of our community. 

Plagiarism: presenting others' work without adequate acknowledgement of its source, as though it 
were one’s own. Plagiarism is a form of fraud. We all stand on the shoulders of others, and we must 
give credit to the creators of the works that we incorporate into products that we call our own. Some 
examples of plagiarism: 

▪ a sequence of words incorporated without quotation marks 
▪ an unacknowledged passage paraphrased from another's work 
▪ the use of ideas, sound recordings, computer data or images created by others as though 

it were one’s own 
▪ submitting evaluations of group members’ work for an assigned group project which 

misrepresent the work that was performed by another group member 
▪ altering or forging academic documents, including but not limited to admissions materials, 

academic records, grade reports, add/drop forms, course registration forms, etc. 

For further information, students are encouraged to check 
www.nyu.edu/about/policies-guidelines-compliance/policies-and-guidelines/academic-integrity-for-stud 
ents-at-nyu.html 

Disability Disclosure Statement 
Academic accommodations are available for students with disabilities. Please contact the Moses Center 
for Students with Disabilities (212-998-4980 or mosescsd@nyu.edu) for further information. Students 
who are requesting academic accommodations are advised to reach out to the Moses Center as early as 
possible in the semester for assistance. 

Dr. Pierre Andre 
Pierre Andre received his Ph.D from NYU’s department of French Literature, Thought and Culture. A 
scholar of the long nineteenth century by training, he works at the intersection of literature, political 
history/philosophy, and the history of ideas. He teaches courses covering a wide range of topics 
related to French society and culture, from the Enlightenments to contemporary France, with a 
particular interest in political philosophy, (post-)colonial history, and gender & sexuality studies. 
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