Consilience Schedule and Questions
Over winter break I will have you read chapters 1, 2 and 3 of Consilience. We will meet during the first or second week of class to take a quiz on this reading and discuss it. Following that, I will assign chapters 7 and 9 for the following week and we will meet a second time to take a quiz and discuss those chapters. Finally, we will meet one last time to discuss chapters 11 and 12. The specific meeting dates have not be determined yet, but expect them to be the first, second and third week of school when we get back. (I have to talk to your teachers to determine the exact dates and classes.)

Note: These questions are NOT a comprehensive list of questions about the reading. Rather, they are examples of types of issues I feel are interesting based on the reading.

While reading this, here are major points to look out for:

1) Wilson is a scientist who believes that all the areas of knowledge are woven together intricately. In order for us to solve the world’s problems, we can not just specifically study one area of knowledge and be oblivious of the rest; we must have a good idea of how different areas of knowledge link together.

2) Wilson reveres the Enlightenment for their optimism and their quest for the unity of knowledge. In particular, he commends them for their attempts to study social science in a scientific manner. He admires the intellectuals of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries who were well-versed in many areas of knowledge.

3) One of the key goals of consilience is linking the natural sciences to the social sciences. Wilson believes that trends can be studied in the social sciences, but that up until now, we haven’t been doing so as efficiently as possible. This is why he believes that progress in the social sciences has been slower than in the natural sciences.

Chapter 1 Questions

1. What is an Ionian Enchantment and what led Wilson to it?

2. According to Wilson, what is “another way to satisfy religious hunger?”

3. What does Wilson think of Icarus?

Chapter 2 Questions

1. What, according to Wilson, is the “greatest enterprise of the mind?”

2. Why has Wilson titled the book “consilience” instead of “coherence?”

3. What is Wilson trying to show with the example of environmental policy, ethics, biology and social science?

4. In what situation, according to Wilson, would history be a natural science?

5. Why does Wilson think it’s a bad idea that in the last 30 years the number of courses offered at each college/university has doubled while the number of required general education courses has dropped by more than 50%?

6. What question should every college student be able to answer?

Chapter 3 Questions

1. What was Condorcet’s principal scientific accomplishment?

2. Summarize Condorcet’s views on the perfectibility of man, social science and ethics.

3. Wilson asks, “Should the original spirit of the Enlightenment be regained?” What do you think?

4. What was Bacon’s contribution to the prelude of the Enlightenment?

5. What concession to metaphysics did Descartes make?

6. List some of the scientific advancements from Bacon to the French Revolution.

7. Explain the significance of the following quotation: “Our species and its ways of thinking are a product of evolution, not the purpose of evolution.”

8. Explain the significance of the statement, “What really interests me is whether God had any choice in the creation of the world.”

9. What is the dark side of Enlightenment secular thought?

10. Why were/are most scientists not concerned with the unification of knowledge?

11. What do philosophical postmodernists believe?

12. What drives learning forward? 
