
Suggested Topics for Second Paper Assignment 
 

The second paper is due Thursday, April 8 at midnight to my e-mail. There is a penalty for late 
papers unless you contact me in advance. Papers should be between 4 and 8 pages, double-
spaced (between 1,000 and 2,000 words). If you are choosing the term paper option, let me know 
before this is due. In general, the term paper option is more difficult because you are expected to 
get deeper into the issue that you choose as your topic. I would generally advise that only 
graduate students and undergraduate philosophy majors contemplating going to grad school in 
philosophy take this option. But it is up to you. 
 
Again, these are suggested paper topics: I encourage you to write on a topic of your own 
choosing. Any passage or section from the course readings can be the basis for your paper. But if 
you choose a topic not directly discussed in the reading or lecture, you should clear it with me in 
advance. 
 
A good paper will have enough exposition to frame the issue, debate, or question you are 
focusing on. Typically, it will present arguments or reasons for one or both sides of the issue. It 
will try to add some thoughts of your own, for example, by considering illustrations of your own 
making, or providing critical comments and analysis. 
 

1. Consider a world of two-dimensional people who inhabit the two-dimensional surface of 
a torus. (A torus is shaped like a doughnut. If you have trouble visualizing it, go out and 
buy a doughnut and keep it on your desk as you write this paper.) Assume that their 
measuring rods do not change in shape as they are moved from place to place, and that 
light rays always travel the shortest distance (on the surface!) between two points. 
Describe some of the experiences that the doughnut people would have that might lead 
them to believe that they lived on the surface of a torus. Suppose that some two-
dimensional Poincare claims that all the above experiences can be reinterpreted so as to 
uphold the hypothesis that they live on an ordinary two-dimensional Euclidean plane. 
How might this reinterpretation go, and to what extent can it succeed? (In answering this 
question, you might want to take into account that the topology of the torus differs from 
the topology of the Euclidean plane.) 

 
2. First, consider the hypothesis that at midnight last night everything in the universe 

doubled in size. Call this the doubling hypothesis; and call the hypothesis that the 
universe as a whole didn't change in size the null hypothesis. What does it mean to say 
that these hypotheses are observationally equivalent? Are they? Supposing that we 
understand the doubling hypothesis in such a way that it is observationally equivalent to 
the null hypothesis, discuss how a skeptic, an apriorist, and a reductionist would approach 
the question: which hypothesis should we believe? Now consider the hypothesis that 
there is a part of the physical universe that is spatially and causally disconnected from the 
part we inhabit. (So we cannot travel there, or see it with our telescopes, etc.) Would the 
reductionist and anti-reductionist respond any differently to this hypothesis than the 
previous one? In particular, does it matter what we take to be the “observation basis”?  
 



3. What does it mean to say that a right-handed and a left-handed glove are incongruent 
counterparts? If the difference between a right-handed and a left-handed glove is based 
upon some intrinsic difference between them, would that tend to favor substantivalism or 
relationalism (or neither)? Explain. If the difference is not intrinsic, does that tend to 
favor substantivalism or relationalsm (or neither)? Explain. Is the difference intrinsic? 
Support your view with argument(s). 
 

4. Provide a summary exposition of Newtonian and Galilean spacetime. Then consider 
some or all of the following questions. In what way is Galilean spacetime still a 
substantivalist position? Does Newton’s bucket experiment support the existence of 
Galilean spacetime in the same way it supports the existence of Newton’s absolute space? 
In what way is Galilean spacetime a better fit for Newtonian mechanics than Newtonian 
spacetime? Might there be considerations outside of Newtonian mechanics that would 
favor Newtonian spacetime? If Galilean spacetime is a better fit for Newtonian 
mechanics, why do you think Newton failed to appreciate that fact? 


