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Brief description: Laws of nature play a prominent role in modern science as well as in many areas in 

philosophy. Laws have a close conceptual relation to explanation, confirmation, causation, 

counterfactuals and probabilities. They are also involved in metaphysical issues concerning reduction 

and freedom of will.  Nonetheless, the nature, or even the existence, of natural laws is a contentious 

issue. This course provides a general introduction into the major philosophical problems concerning 

laws of nature. The course is structured around three main topics. First, we shall discuss the classical 

empiricist accounts of laws, induction and explanation; then we shall investigate some specific kinds 

of laws (fundamental, statistical, ceteris paribus, causal laws); and finally, we shall address the 

metaphysics of laws and properties.  

Learning objectives: Students attending this course are expected to familiarize themselves with the 
most important issues about the current philosophical debates over laws of nature; about their role 
in the explanation of natural and social phenomena; and about some important metaphysical issues 
related to the notion of laws and the nature of nomic properties.  
 
Learning outcomes: Students are expected to acquire the ability to reconstruct and analyze 
philosophical arguments or positions. These involve the understanding of validity and soundness of 
the arguments, the ability to identify background principles and assumptions as well as the ability to 
draw out the consequences of certain philosophical commitments. They are also expected to acquire 
certain oral communication skills such as the ability to formulate arguments concisely and accessibly 
in words, and to give short critical comments. They should also learn how to identify and execute an 
appropriate writing project. Finally, they should be familiarized with the main contemporary debates 
about philosophy of action. Learning outcomes shall be measured by term papers and oral 
presentations on the relevant topics.   
 
Assessment: Students’ performance shall be evaluated on the following grounds. First, students are 
required to attend classes regularly and to participate actively in seminar discussions. 30 % of their 
final grade shall be given on the basis of this in-class activity. Second, students are required to give 
one or two short presentations of some chosen topic(s). The choice of topic is optional, but overlap 
should be avoided. This will make up another 30 % of their final grade. Thirdly, students are required 
to submit a max. 4 000 word long term-paper. The chosen topic should be approved by the 
instructor and presented in the last class of the course. The term paper’s contribution to the final 
assessment of students’ performance is 40 %.   
 
Deadline for submitting term-papers: January 2, 2020 
 
Grading criteria: Students should be able to make comments on the texts they have read and 
respond to the presentations of other students. Their presentation must include the logical 
reconstruction of the main arguments of the relevant article/chapter and, possibly, critical remarks 



or questions for discussion. Students are also expected to prepare and distribute a maximum two-
page long handout that they distribute before their presentation. The topic of the final essay can be 
either a careful critical reconstruction of a particular and important argument for some position 
discussed in the course; or a comparison between competing arguments about alternative solutions 
to a problem; or a defense of some particular position/argument against some relevant criticism. 
References can, but need not, go beyond the material included into the compulsory readings. 
 

Topics: 

1. The classical empiricist conception of laws  

2. Laws and explanations 

3. Statistical laws and probabilities 

4. Laws and the ‘special sciences’ 

5. The possibility of ceteris paribus laws 

6. Laws and universals  

7. Laws and metaphysical necessity 

8. Laws and counterfactuals  

9. Laws and dispositions 

10. Laws and supervenience 

11. Laws and ‘fundamental properties’ 

12. The reality and fundamentality of laws 

 

Readings: 

Week 1: J. S. Mill: System of Logic, Book III, Chapters iii, iv, v1-2, xii, xiv, xix. 

https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/A_System_of_Logic,_Ratiocinative_and_Inductive 

Week 2: Hempel, K ‘Deductive-nomological explanations’, in Aspects of Scientific Explanations (New 

York: The Free Press), 1965: 335–364; Nagel, E. ‘The logical character of scientific laws’, in The 

Structure of Science (Indianapolis: Hackett) 1979: 47–78. 

Week 3: Hempel, K. ‘Statistical explanation’ in Aspects of Scientific Explanations; 381-412; Railton, P. 

‘The deductive-nomological model of probabilistic explanation’, Philosophy of Science 45: 206–226. 

Week 4: Pietroski, P. and Rey, G., 1995, ‘When Other Things Aren’t Equal: Saving Ceteris Paribus 

Laws from Vacuity’, British Journal for the Philosophy of Science, 46: 81–110.; Earman, J, and J. 

Roberts, 1999, ‘Ceteris Paribus, There is no Problem of Provisos’, Synthese, 118: 439–478. 

Week 5: Lange, M. ‘Natural laws and the problem of provisos’; Erkenntniss, 1993: 233–248; 

Woodward, J. 2002. ‘There is no such thing as a ceteris paribus law’, in Erkenntnis, 52: 303–328. 

Week 6: Dretske, F., 1977, ‘Laws of Nature’, Philosophy of Science, 44: 248–268; Tooley, M., 1977, 
‘The Nature of Laws’, Canadian Journal of Philosophy, 7: 667–698.  

Week 7: Swoyer, C., 1982, ‘The Nature of Natural Laws’, Australasian Journal of Philosophy, 60: 203–
223; Bigelow, J., Ellis, B., and Lierse, C., 1992, ‘The World as One of a Kind: Natural Necessity and 
Laws of Nature’, British Journal for the Philosophy of Science, 43: 371–388.  



Week 8: Ellis, B. and Lierse, C., 1994, ‘Dispositional Essentialism’, Australasian Journal of Philosophy, 
72: 27–45. 2014, Lange, M. 2004, ‘A Note on Scientific Essentialism, Laws of Nature, and 
Counterfactual Conditionals’, Australasian Journal of Philosophy, 82: 227–41. 

Week 9: Bird, A., 2005. ‘The Dispositionalist Conception of Laws’, Foundations of Science, 10: 353–

370; Hildebrand, T. ‘Can Bare Dispositions Explain Categorical Regularities?’ Philosophical Studies, 

167 (3): 569–584. 

Week 10: Earman, J. and Roberts, J., 2005, ‘Contact with the Nomic: A Challenge for Deniers of 

Humean Supervenience about Laws of Nature (Part I and II) Philosophy and Phenomenological 

Research, 71: 1–22; Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 71: 253–286. 

Week 11: Loewer, B. ‘Laws and Properties’, Philosophical Topics, 2007: 313–328; Cohen, J., and C. 
Callender, 2009. ‘A Better Best System Account of Lawhood’, Philosophical Studies, 145(1): 1–34. 

Week 12: Ward, B., 2002, ‘Humeanism without Humean supervenience: A projectivist account of 

laws and possibilities’, Philosophical Studies, 107: 191–218., Maudlin, T. ‘A modest proposal 

concerning laws, counterfactuals, and explanations’, in his The Metaphysics within Physics, OUP, 

2007: 5-49. 

 

 


