
The Philosophy Club 2019 

Scenario: Clairvoyance 

Jack and Jill are best friends.  One day, for no apparent reason, Jill experiences a 
sudden fright that convinces her that something terrible has happened to Jack.  She 
tries to put the feeling out of her mind. Later that day, she learns that, in fact, Jack has 
been badly injured in a car accident. It turns out that the accident occurred right about 
the time she had the feeling that something terrible had happened. Jill finds herself 
seriously contemplating the possibility that clairvoyance is a reality.	   

 

Scenario adapted from Ronald N. Giere, Understanding Scientific Reasoning (4th ed.), Harcourt Brace 
College Publishers, 1997. 
 
Questions: 
 
 What is Jill’s hypothesis? 
 
 What evidence in the scenario supports this hypothesis? 
 

Propose an experiment that would be a good test of this hypothesis, and 
explain why it would count as a good test. If there is no experimental test that 
your group can come up with that might test the hypothesis, come up with an 
explanation of this problem. 
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Scenario: Bacterial growth 
 
Ava and Bruno are carrying out an experiment to test the hypothesis that the chemical 
substance ‘Cotrimoxazole’ inhibits bacterial growth.  

Ava takes one Petri dish and marks it ‘A’ with her black pen. She spreads it with a 
mixture of Cotrimoxazole and the growth medium. 

Bruno takes another Petri dish and marks it ‘B’ with his blue pen. He spreads it with a 
mixture of an inert substance (which does not affect bacterial growth) and the growth 
medium.  

Ava and Bruno then spread bacteria on both Petri dishes. 

The next day, they examine the Petri dishes to see which fostered the growth of 
bacterial colonies and which did not.  

Ava’s Petri dish (marked ‘A’) – which included the Cotrimaxazole – showed less 
bacterial growth than Bruno’s Petri dish (marked ‘B’). 

Ava thinks this experiment shows that Cotrimaxazole inhibited the bacterial growth. 

Bruno thinks that the difference in bacterial growth might be due to the colour of the 
pen used to mark the dishes. 
Scenario adapted from ‘How Science Works’, at 
https://undsci.berkeley.edu/lessons/pdfs/how_science_works.pdf 
 

 
 
Questions: 
 

Is it more likely that Ava is right or that Bruno is right? 
 
Might they both be right?  
 
How could you tell? 
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Scenario: Near-Death Experiences  

In 1975, Dr Raymond Moody reported on the experiences of fifty people who had 
come very close to death, or who had been revived after being pronounced "clinically 
dead". He noted remarkable similarities among their experiences. Many had a sense of 
calmly looking down on their own bodies (‘out-of-body experiences’), perhaps 
watching doctors working frantically to revive them. Many had a sense of moving 
down a dark tunnel toward a light and then entering a place of incredible brightness 
and beauty.  Many were convinced that they had glimpsed a world beyond this one, 
and found their views of life and death profoundly changed by the experience. Moody 
concluded that his research provides strong evidence that there is indeed life after 
death. 
Several later researchers have mostly confirmed Moody's original observations. A 
cardiologist found that among 2,000 patients who had suffered a heart attack, more 
than half reported having had experiences similar to those described by Moody. Other 
researchers found similar results with patients in India, where religious and cultural 
imagery is very different from in the West. 

 
 

Scenario adapted from Ronald N. Giere, Understanding Scientific Reasoning (4th ed.), Harcourt Brace 
College Publishers, 1997. 
 
Questions: 
 
 What is Dr Moody’s hypothesis? 
 
 What evidence in the scenario supports this hypothesis? 
 

Propose an experiment that would be a good test of this hypothesis, and 
explain why it would count as a good test. If there is no experimental test that 
your group can come up with that might test the hypothesis, come up with an 
explanation of this problem. 
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When Prophecy Fails 

A cult leader known as Marian Keech claimed to have made contact with extra-
terrestrial beings. She claimed to be receiving messages from the extra-terrestrials, 
and regularly transmitted the alleged messages to her followers.  

One day, Keech told her followers that the extra-terrestrials had told her they were 
going to destroy the world.  She even gave a specific day on which this was supposed 
to happen. The extra-terrestrials had also told her, she claimed, that they would rescue 
her, and anyone else who wished to be saved, if they would wait at a designated 
location. 

 

On the appointed day, Keech and her followers attended the location and waited for a 
flying saucer to rescue them. The day wore on, but the world did not end, and the 
flying saucer did not arrive. Finally, Keech informed her followers that she had received 
a telepathic message from the extra-terrestrials informing her that they had decided to 
spare the world from destruction because she and her followers had been so strong in 
their faith that the rescue would take place.  

The assembled followers returned to their homes apparently strengthened in their 
belief that Keech was indeed in contact with powerful extra-terrestrials. 

 
Scenario adapted from Ronald N. Giere, Understanding Scientific Reasoning (4th ed.), Harcourt Brace 
College Publishers, 1997. 
 
 
Questions: 
  
 What hypothesis have Marian Keech’s followers formed about her? 

 

 What evidence in the scenario supports this hypothesis? 
 

Propose an experiment that would be a good test of this hypothesis, and 
explain why it would count as a good test. If there is no experimental test that 
your group can come up with that might test the hypothesis, come up with an 
explanation of this problem. 
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Eniwetok 
 

 
    A coral atoll 
 
The atoll Eniwetok, in the Marshall Islands (Pacific Ocean), is a ring of exposed coral 
surrounding a central lagoon. For decades, scientists tried to figure out exactly how it 
formed. They had two competing hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 1: The coral that makes up Eniwetok grew in a ring on top of an 
underwater mountain made of limestone or basalt. 

Hypothesis 2: The coral that makes up Eniwetok originally grew around an ancient 
island of volcanic rock, which then sank hundreds of metres beneath the surface of the 
water, while the coral reef continued to grow upwards towards the surface.  

 

 
 
Scenario adapted from ‘How Science Works’, at 
https://undsci.berkeley.edu/lessons/pdfs/how_science_works.pdf 
 
Questions: 

 
What test could be performed to determine which of the two hypotheses 
presents a better explanation for the formation of Eniwetok? 
 
 
What evidence would we expect to see in either case? 
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The surface of the moon 
 
In 1609, when telescopes were still new, Galileo observed the moon through his 
telescope and perceived that its surface was covered in deep craters and soaring 
mountains. This was an astounding discovery: It had previously been thought that all 
the celestial bodies (including the moon) were absolutely smooth, made of crystalline 
aether, an eternally unchanging substance. 

Galileo’s observation of the moon’s earth-like ruggedness posed a challenge to the 
ideology of the era, which held that the heavens were a realm of unchanging 
perfection, whereas the earth was a realm of change and corruption. 

 

Galileo’s adversary, Christoph Clavius, understood that Galileo’s observations 
threatened the notion that all celestial bodies are perfect spheres. Clavius responded 
in defence of the old ideology, suggesting that there was an invisible substance on the 
moon filling the craters and covering the mountains in such a way that the moon’s 
shape was perfectly spherical.  

 

Questions: 
 
 What is Clavius’ hypothesis? 
 
 What evidence in the scenario supports this hypothesis? 
 

Propose an experiment that would be a good test of this hypothesis, and 
explain why it would count as a good test. If there is no experimental test that 
your group can come up with that might test the hypothesis, come up with an 
explanation of this problem. 
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Extension activity:  Eggs at the equinox 
 
Some people believe that on the equinox (September 21 or March 21) you can stand 
an egg on its end.   
 
How could you decide for yourself, in a scientifically valid way, whether this is true? 
 
 

 
 


