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THE HUMAN PLACE IN THE COSMOS 
 
General Information 
Instructor: Dr. Alejandro A. Vallega    
Office hours: R 1:30-3:30  Email: avallega@uoregon.edu 
[Please indicate your name and course, and also, if you wish to meet during office hours indicate 
a specific time.] 
Main class meets: M and W 12:00-13:20 in 105 ESL 
Discussion section CRN 26535: F 11:00-11:50 in 122 MCK 
Discussion section CRN 26536: F 12:00-12:50 in 112 WIL 
GE: Goehring, B.   Email: billyg@uoregon.edu 
Office hours:  TBA. 
 
Course Overview 
In this course we will enquire into the human place in the cosmos, that is, we will ask in diverse 
ways how one may find one’s place or situation in an articulate manner amid the dynamic 
movement of becoming and passing away that is existence/living. While one may think of this 
question anthropologically by centering existence about the human rational subject, this is only 
one way to find oneself in existence’s movement. While one may think of one’s situation as 
attached to one’s “identity” and self-reflection, again, this is only one way to think about 
existence. Both of these approaches rest on modern concepts we will explore and critique in light 
of other manners or modalities of being-in-the-world and finding a self in that movement.  
The course takes up questions of space, time, corporeality, epistemology (how and what we think 
we may or must know world/s), self-determination and understanding, the mathematization of 
the cosmos, the concept of nature, technology, progress, History, deep temporality, the relation 
animal-human, the elements (fire, stone/earth, air, water, and the weather), the movement of the 
heavens, the equilibrium in living-dying, narrative, oral traditions, scientific reasoning, the 
subconscious, the psychic dimensions of consciousness... these are but a few of the issues one 
finds to rethink in seeking to understand one’s place in a c/kosmos. 
The first part of the course covers some crucial moments in the transformation of the sense of 
the Kosmos from ancient Greek thought through the advent of modernity and the birth of 
mathematical sciences (through the translation of Greek thought by Arab and Jewish 
philosophers during the Middle Ages in southern Spain) and the development of modernity and 
calculative rationalism (texts used will be from Plato’s Timaeus and Descartes’ Principles of 
Philosophy.) We will then look at a critique of modernity that reopens the question of the 
dynamic relation between human-subjects, nature, and the elements. (Heidegger’s “Building, 
Dwelling, Thinking”) The second part of the course introduces other views of cosmologies and 
modernity by reflecting on the colonization of the Americas adn the birth of Modernity, 
indigenous knowledge past and present, and the distinct modalities of being-in-the-world found 
in them. The point here is not a return to “indigenous wisdom of the past,” but to contrast those 
living knowledges with our concrete senses of being as subjects and as being-in/with the 
becoming of existence. (Texts covered will be from Aníbal Quijano, Maria Lugones, and Silvia 
Rivera Cusicanqui.)  
The course will involve general lectures and close reading of selected texts in class, including 
time for questions, discussion, and some small group work. The discussion sections will deepen 
the reading and will be used as occasion for clarifying the concepts and ideas introduced in the 
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main lectures.     
 
Learning Outcomes 
• Knowledge about different views of the human place in the cosmos in Ancient Greek 

thought, in modern Western traditions, and beyond them. 
• Knowledge of how basic concepts and philosophical approaches to the human being and the 

world work, undergo historical transformations, and shift in different cultural contexts. 
• Ability to access critically and explain different points of view with respect to the human 

place in the cosmos. 
• Increased reflective capacity with respect to our place in the cosmos, i.e. awareness of 

prejudices due to historical and cultural influences. 
• Increased capacity to read closely and understand some seminal philosophical texts. 
• Increased capacity to write a short philosophy paper that is clear and well structured. 
 
Course Texts  
Required: 
Books 

• Rémi Brague, The Wisdom of the World, translated by T. L. Fagan (Chicago/London: The 
University of Chicago Press, 2003. (ISBN-10: 0226070778) 

 
On Canvas 
 All other reading material is available on Canvas under “files.” You are expected to 
bring a hard copy of each assigned reading to class. 
 
Recommended texts: 

• Koyre, Alexandre: From the Closed World to the Infinite Universe. (Forgotten Books: 2008. Free online: 
www.forgottenbooks.ord) 

• Klein, Jacob: “The Copernican Revolution” in Lectures and Essays (Annapolis, Maryland: St. John’s 
College Press, 1985.), pp. 85-115. [Available on Blackboard.] 

• Vallega, Alejandro: Heidegger and the Issue of Space: Thinking on Exilic Grounds. (Penn State University 
Press, 2003), Chapter 6. 

• Casey, Edward: The Fate of Place: A Philosophical History (Berkeley/Los Angeles/London: University of 
California Press, 1998) 

• Malpas, Jeff: Heidegger’s Topology: Being, Place, World (The MIT Press, 2006) ISBN: 0262134705 
• Miguel de Beistegui: The New Heidegger (Continuum Press 2005) especially chapter 3.  

 
Course Requirements 
A) Three papers, 4-6 pages each.  25% each = 75%  
B) Attendance, participation especially in discussion sections, reading quizzes, short homework 
and in-class writing assignments. 25% 
All written homework needs to be printed, font Times New Roman 12, double-spaced, with 
one inch margins! Title page and bibliography do not count as part for the written paper. 
 
Explanation of requirements: 
A) Papers: You will get a set of questions that you need to answer in the form of a paper. Most 
of the questions will test comprehension of the text and you will be required to make reference to 
concrete text passages that you interpret closely. All quotations need to be followed by 
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explanations of what they say. Please keep in mind that it is not only presentation and length that 
count but primarily the quality of the work’s content, i.e., in terms of thoughtfulness and 
knowledge and choice of course material, clarity, logical development (a thesis sustained by 
appropriate arguments and examples), and well written sentences. 
 
B) Participation points: 
You will get participation points for regular class attendance and attendance and participation in 
discussion sections, for completing in-class writing assignments and short homework 
assignments, and for contributing significantly to class discussions. Participation points will be 
added up at the end of the term and converted into grades. Frequent absences will lower your 
participation grade.  
 
 
Course Policies 
1. Handing in an assignment late will lower your grade. Homework that is more than a week 
late will not be accepted, unless this was for demonstrable (documented) reasons beyond your 
control. 
2. In order to avoid disruptions in class you are asked to avoid exiting and entering the classroom 
while lectures and discussions are going on. 
3. If you miss a class it is your responsibility to keep up with the course material. Instead of 
basing your journal on what was said in class, you need to summarize the assigned reading for 
the day you missed.  
4. The uses of electronic devices like laptops, cell phones, iPods, iPads, Blackberries, etc. 
during class is not allowed unless you needs a specific device because of a disability. If the latter 
is the case, please let me know. 
5. Please retain the original copy of all work returned to you during the term until the final 
course grade has been posted. In the event of any question concerning whether grades have been 
accurately recorded, it is your responsibility to provide these original copies as documentation. 
6. You are expected to follow the rules of academic honesty. Failure to do so will result in 
failure of the whole course (“F”). 
Plagiarism:  Plagiarism is the inclusion of someone else’s product, words, ideas, or data as one’s own work.  
When a student submits work for credit that includes the product, words, ideas, or data of others, the source 
must be acknowledged by the use of complete, accurate, and specific references, such as footnotes.  By placing 
one’s name on work submitted for credit, one certifies the originality of all work not otherwise identified by 
appropriate acknowledgements.  Verbatim statements by others must be enclosed by quotation marks or set 
off from the regular text as indented extracts. 
Students will avoid being charged with plagiarism if there is acknowledgement of indebtedness.  
Indebtedness must be acknowledged whenever:  1) one quotes another person’s actual words or replicates all 
or part of another’s product; 2) one uses another person’s ideas, opinions, work, data, or theories, even if they 
are completely paraphrased in one’s own words; 3) one borrows facts, statistics, or other illustrative 
material—unless the information is common knowledge.   
Unauthorized collaboration with others on papers or projects can inadvertently lead to a charge of 
plagiarism.  If in doubt, consult the instructor or seek assistance from the staff of Academic Learning Services 
(68 PLC, 346-3226).  In addition, it is plagiarism to submit as your own any academic exercise prepared 
totally or in part by another person, even if that person is acting as a tutor or editor (and ends up 
substantially producing part of the work). 
Fabrication:  Fabrication is the intentional use of information that the author has invented when he or she 
states or implies otherwise, or the falsification of research or other findings with the intent to deceive. 
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Examples include, but are not limited to:  1) citing information not taken from the source indicated; 2) listing 
sources in a reference not used in the academic exercise; 3) inventing data or source information for research 
or other academic exercises. 
Cheating:  Cheating is an act of deception by which a student misrepresents or misleadingly demonstrates 
that he or she has mastered information on an academic exercise that he or she has not mastered, including 
the giving or receiving of unauthorized help in an academic exercise.  
Examples include but are not limited to:  1) copying from another student’s work; 2) collaborating without 
authority or allowing another student to copy one’s work in a test situation; 3) using the course textbook or 
other material not authorized for use during a test; 4) using unauthorized material during a test; for example, 
notes, formula lists, cues on a computer, photographs, symbolic representations, and notes written on 
clothing; 5) resubmitting substantially the same work that was produced for another assignment without the 
knowledge and permission of the instructor; 6) taking a test for someone else or permitting someone else to 
take a test for you. 
 
Important Note: 
The UO is committed to providing an environment free of all forms of discrimination and sexual harassment, 
including sexual assault, domestic and dating violence and gender-based stalking. If you (or someone you know) has 
experienced or experiences gender-based violence (intimate partner violence, attempted or completed sexual assault, 
harassment, coercion, stalking, etc.), know that you are not alone. UO has staff members trained to support survivors 
in navigating campus life, accessing health and counseling services, providing academic and housing 
accommodations, helping with legal protective orders, and more. 
If you wish to speak to someone confidentially, you can call 541-346-SAFE, UO’s 24-hour hotline, to be 
connected to a confidential counselor to discuss your options. You can also visit the SAFE website at 
safe.uoregon.edu. 
 
Grade Rubric: 
A = excellent. No mistakes, well written, and distinctive in some way or other. 
B = good. No significant mistakes, well written, but not distinctive in any way. 
C = OK. Some errors, but a basic grasp of the material. 
D = poor. Several errors. A tenuous grasp of the material. 
 
 

 
  

http://safe.uoregon.edu/
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COURSE SCHEDULE 
 
Week One 
1/8:  Modernity and Cosmological Thought: Introduction to the course.  
 
1/10: Brague, The Wisdom of the World, pp. 1-25. Lecture on Ancient cosmologies and 
the way Ancient Greek philosophers viewed themselves in relation to the cosmos.  
 
- Bring to class a written question you have regarding the assigned text. (Hand in all 
assignments to GE before the beginning of class.) 
 
Week Two 
1/15:  Martin Luther King Day 
   
1/17 Brague, The Wisdom of the World, Part Two, pp. 29-70.  
 Plato’s Timaeus. 17a-47e. (Structure, nature, and setting of Timaeus’ discourse on 
the creation of the cosmos. Three beginnings. The first beginning: What is brought into being 
through the intellect according to a perfect model. The creation of the world body and the world 
soul. The creation of the stars, and of human beings.) 
 
- Bring to class a written question you have regarding the readings (Timaeus 17a-47e). 
- Also write 1-2 pages (printed, double-spaced) in which you briefly describe the four models of 
the world (or cosmos) Brague talks about. Hand in both assignments to GE. 
[Note: You need to have read the rest of Brague’s book by the beginning of week 5!]  
  
Week Three 
1/22:  Chora. Plato’s Timaeus, 47e-61c. (The second beginning of Timaeus’ speech: What 
is brought forth through necessity: The elements.) 
  
- Bring to class two written questions you have regarding the reading. (Hand in the question to 
your GE at the beginning of class.) 
 
1/24:  Plato’s Timaeus, 61c-69a. (The senses. The third beginning of Timaeus’ speech: The 
working together of reason and necessity. Continuation. The creation and harmony of human 
body and soul. (See especially 87b-90d))   [First paper assignment] 
 
  
Week Four 
1/29:  Brague’s The Wisdom of the World, Parts III and IV.  
- Write 1-2 pages summarizing the standard vision of the world in the Middle Ages. (Hand in to 
GE at the beginning of class.) 
 
1/31:  Descartes Principles of Philosophy. Introduction and Part One: The Principles of 
Human Knowledge. Philosophical Writings, 193-222. 
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- Bring to class a written question you have regarding the reading. (Hand in the question to your 
GE at the beginning of class.) 
 
 [FIRST PAPER DUE: Friday at the discussion section.] 

 
Week Five  
2/5:  Continuation of last class and Part Two of The Principles of Philosophy:  
 The Principles of Material Things. Philosophical Writings, 223-247. 
 
2/7:  1. Part Three of The Principles of Philosophy: The Visible Universe, 
Philosophical Writings, 248-266;  
     Part Four of The Principles of Philosophy, Philosophical Writings, 267-279;    
    “The World,” Chapter 6, Philosophical Writings, p. 90-92.  
       2. Part Four of The Principles of Philosophy, Philosophical Writings, 279-291.        
                     “Treatise on Man” in Philosophical Writings, p. 99-108. 
 
- Bring to class two written questions you have regarding the readings. (Hand in the question to 
your GE at the beginning of class.) 
 
Week Six 
2/12:  Martin Heidegger, “Building, Dwelling, Thinking,” Part One: building as a way 
of dwelling (pp. 347-353).” 
 
- Bring to class two written question you have regarding the reading. (Hand in the question to 
your GE at the beginning of class.) 
 
2/14: Continuation of last class.  [Second paper assignment]    
 
Week Seven 
2/19: Martin Heidegger, “Building, Dwelling, Thinking,” Part Two, pp. 353-363. 
 
2/21: Guest lecturer. 
 
Week Eight: Other beginnings, other Cosmologies 
 
2/26:  Aníbal Quijano: “Coloniality of Power and Eurocentrism in Latin America,” 1-19;  
                              “Modernity, Identity, and Utopia in Latin America.” 
 
- Bring to class two written questions you have regarding the readings. (Hand in the question to 
your GE at the beginning of class.) 
 
2/28: Quijano discussion continued.  
 
 [SECOND PAPER DUE: at Friday discussion section.] 
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Week Nine: Gender and Cosmology 
3/5  Maria Lugones: “Toward a Decolonial Feminism.”  
 
- Bring to class two written questions you have regarding the reading. (Hand in the question to 
your GE at the beginning of class.)                                 [Third and final paper assignment] 
 
3/7 Maria Lugones continued.  
 
Week Ten 
3/12:  Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui, “Amo la Montaña/I love the Mountain.” 
 
3/14: Cosmoecological being-in-the-world. Final discussion. 
 
19-23 Exams week  
 THIRD PAPER DUE: Wednesday, March 21 at 10am. Add a cover page with 
course information and the name of B. Goehring on it. Please leave them in the appropriate box 
straight ahead when you enter the Philosophy Department in 211 Susan Campbell Hall. 
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