Culture and Belief 31

Saints, Heretics and Atheists:  An Historical Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion

Spring 2017
Syllabus


Important Information:

Lecture:  MW 12:00 – 12:59, Harvard Hall, room 104
Professor:  Jeffrey McDonough

Office Hours:  202 Emerson Hall, Mondays 3:00-4:45pm
E-mail: jkmcdon@fas.harvard.edu

Required Texts (available at the Coop):

Augustine, On Free Choice of the Will, translated by Thomas Williams (Indianapolis, Indiana:  Hackett Publishing Company, 1993). ISBN:  0-87220-188-0

Anselm, Three Philosophical Dialogues, translated by Thomas Williams (Indianapolis, Indiana:  Hackett Publishing Company, 2002). ISBN:  O-87220-611-4
Aquinas, A Summary of Philosophy, trans. and edited by Richard J. Regan (Indianapolis, Indiana:  Hackett Publishing Company, 2003). ISBN:  0-87220-657-2
David Hume, Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, Second Edition, edited by Richard H. Popkin (Indianapolis, Indiana:  Hackett Publishing Company, 1980). ISBN:  0-87220-402-2

Muhammad Ali Khalidi, ed., and trans., Medieval Islamic Philosophical Writings (New York:  Cambridge University Press 2005). ISBN:  0-521-52963-8. 

Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morality, translated Maudemarie Clark and Alan J. Swensen (Indianapolis, Indiana:  Hackett Publishing Company, 1998). ISBN:  0-87220-283-6

Baruch Spinoza, The Ethics, translated by Samuel Shirley, edited by Seymour Feldman (Indianapolis, Indiana:  Hackett Publishing Company, 1992). ISBN: 0-872201-309

Course Description: 

This course offers an introduction to the history of intellectual reflection on religion and belief in the western tradition. We’ll read roughly a half dozen perennial works drawn from authors ranging from Augustine of Hippo to William James. Along the way, we’ll think, discuss, and write about such topics as the nature of sin, the origin of evil, the fall of the devil, the attributes of God, the argument from design, and the relationship between religion and morality.     

Requirements and Grading:  

1.  Reading

The ability to read texts carefully and thoughtfully is one of the most important skills the study of philosophy can help to foster.  In order to better understand what is being taught, and to promote informed classroom discussions, required readings should be completed before lecture. Those readings are typically short, but also very difficult, and students who wish to do well in the course are encouraged to read the assigned texts more than once.      

2.  Exams
One of the aims of this course is to help students gain an overview of central themes in the intellectual history of western civilization. To promote that aim, as well as to provide students with an alternative means of being evaluated, a mid-term and final exam will be administered. These exams are intended to test comprehension of the material covered in required readings, lectures, and discussion section, and will not require outside reading or research.  

3.  Short writing assignments
In order to give students a chance to develop their writing and evaluative skills, there will be 11 writing “opportunities.” Students will participate in any FOUR of those opportunities by writing a short paper on one of the week’s assigned topics; at least one short paper must be completed before the mid-term exam. No late writing assignments will be accepted. 

4.  Grading

Students’ grades will be determined by their performance on their exams, writing assignments, and participation in discussion sections. The mid-term will count for 20% of a student’s grade, the final exam 30%, and writing assignments 45%. Regular attendance in lecture and discussion section, as well as participation in discussion section, is expected. 5% of a student’s grade will be determined by simple attendance at discussion section. (Each student starts with 12 points, you will lose 1 point for each missed section. A missed point for section can be made up by attending the TF’s office hour that week or by arrangement under special circumstances).
5.  Special Needs and Emergencies

Students requiring special assistance are encouraged to inform either the professor or teaching fellow.  We will do everything we can to help. Absences from class or exam periods, and late papers will be dealt with in accordance with the policies described in the Faculty of Arts and Sciences handbooks. Students should expect that failure to attend an exam without an excuse deemed legitimate by those policies will result in a score of zero for that exam. Requests made to the professor or teaching fellow prior to an absence or due date may allow us to better accommodate your needs.

Tentative Schedule
Monday, January 23: What Is Piety? - Plato’s Euthyphro  

Required reading:  “Euthyphro” by Plato; available on-line at: http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/euthyfro.html
Wednesday, January 25: Whence Evil? - Augustine’s On Free Choice of the Will  

Required reading:  Book I of On Free Choice of the Will, by Augustine (pages 1-28 in the Williams translation).  

Monday, January 30: Why Do We Have Free Will? - Augustine’s On Free Choice of the Will
Required reading:  Book II of On Free Choice of the Will, by Augustine (pages 29-69 in the Williams translation).  

*Short writing assignment #1 due. 

Wednesday, February 1: Why Do We Sin? - Augustine’s On Free Choice of Will
Required reading:  Book III, Chapters 1-9 of On Free Choice of the Will, by Augustine (pages 69-91 in the Williams translation)

Optional reading:  Book III, Chapters 10-25, (pages 91-124 in the Williams translation)

Monday, February 6:  What is Free Will Anyway? - Anselm’s On Freedom of Choice
Required reading:  “Preface” by Anselm  (Williams trans. pp 1-2); “On Freedom of Choice” by Anselm (Williams trans. pp. 31-51)

Optional reading:  “On Truth” by Anselm (Williams trans. pp. 3-30)
*Short writing assignment #2 due.

Wednesday, February 8:  Is the Soul Immortal? – Ibn Sina’s The Deliverance

Required reading: “On the Soul,” by Ibn Sina (Avicenna) from The Book of Salvation, pages 46-57 in Khalidi translation. 

Monday, February 13: Is Religious Belief Founded in Reason? - Al-Ghazali’s The Rescuer from Error 

Required reading: The Rescuer from Error, by Al-Ghazali, pages 59-78 in Khalidi translation.   
*Short writing assignment #3 due.
Wednesday, February 15: Is Religious Belief Founded in Reason? - Al-Ghazali’s The Rescuer from Error
Required reading: The Rescuer from Error, by Al-Ghazali, pages 79-98 in Khalidi translation.   

Optional reading: Ibn Rushd, The Incoherence of the Incoherence, pages 155-180 in Khalidi translation.

Monday, February 20: University Holiday – President’s Day

*Short writing assignment #4 due.
Wednesday, February 22: Can We Prove that God Exists? - Aquinas’s Summa Theologicae I, Q2, A1-3. 
Required reading:  A Summary of Philosophy (abridged from his Summa Theologica), pages 1-6 in Regan edition.
Monday, February 27: What is the Impersonal Nature of God? - Aquinas’s Summa Theologicae I, Q3, Q4, Q7, Q11, Q13
Required reading:  A Summary of Philosophy (abridged from his Summa Theologica), pages 6-20 in Regan edition.
*Short writing assignment #5 due.
Wednesday, March 1: What is the Personal Nature of God? - Aquinas’s Summa Theologicae I, Q14, Q19, Q20
Required reading: A Summary of Philosophy (abridged from his Summa Theologica), pages 20-37.
Monday, March 6: Should We “Bet” on God? - Pascal’s “The Wager” 

Required reading:  “The Wager” – available on course web site
*Short writing assignment #6 due.
Wednesday, March 8: MID-TERM EXAM
Monday March 13 and Wednesday, March 15: Spring Break (no classes)

Monday, March 20: Is God Nature? - Spinoza’s Ethics, Part I
Required reading:  Spinoza’s Ethics, Part I, Definitions, Axioms, Explication, Propositions 1-15 (including demonstrations and scholia), Appendix (appears at end of Part I) (pages 31-43, 57-62 in the Shirley edition).

*Short writing assignment #7 due. 

Wednesday, March 22: Are We Modes of God? - Spinoza’s Ethics, Part II-III
Required reading: Part I, 1d3, 1d4, 1d5; Part II, Axioms, Propositions 1-3, 6,7, 9, 10, 48 (dem but not scholium), 49Scholium (together with dem, scholium, corollary); Part III, Preface, Definitions, Propositions 1,2, 6-13;.
Monday, March 27: Good without God? – Spinoza’s Ethics, Part IV
Part IV Preface, Definitions, Axiom, Propositions 20-25, 30-37, 72 (including scholium) (pp. 31, 64-70, 95-100, 102-112, 152-155, 165- 167, 169-176, 194 in the Shirley edition) 
*Short writing assignment #8 due.
Wednesday, March 29: An “Abominable Heresy”? – Spinoza’s Ethics, Part IV-V

Required reading: Part V, Preface, Proposition 6, 19-33, 41-42 ([pp. 201-203, 205, 211-218, 222-223 in Shirley edition).
Monday, April 3: Is the Universe Designed? - Hume’s Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, Parts I-III

Required reading: Hume’s Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, Parts I – IV

*Short writing assignment #9 due.
Wednesday, April 5: Design without a Designer? - Hume’s Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, Parts V-VIII
Required reading: Hume’s Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, Parts V – VIII 
Monday, April 10: True Religion? - Hume’s Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, Parts IX-XII

Required reading: Hume’s Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, Parts IX – XII
*Short writing assignment #10 due.  
Wednesday, April 12: Is Religion Useful? – Mill’s The Utility of Religion
Required reading: The Utility of Religion, available on line at: https://www.laits.utexas.edu/poltheory/mill/three/utilrelig.html
Monday, April 17: What do “Good,” “Bad” and “Evil” Mean? – Nietzsche’s On the Genealogy of Morality, First Treatise
Required reading:  First Treatise: “Good and Evil,” “Good and Bad” (pages 9-33 in Clark and Swensen translation)
*Short writing assignment #11 due.
Wednesday, April 19: Whence Conscience, Bad Conscience and Guilt? - Nietzsche’s On the Genealogy of Morality, Second Treatise
Required reading:  Second Treatise:  “Guilt,” “Bad Conscience,” and Related Matters (pages 35 – 66 in Clark and Swensen translation) (We’ll focus on sections 1-8 and 16-25, so if pressed for time you might skim sections 8-15.)

Monday, April 24: No Alternative to Religion? - Nietzsche’s On the Genealogy of Morality, Third Treatise
Required reading:  Third Treatise:  What Do Ascetic Ideals Mean? (pages 67 – 118 in Clark and Swensen translation)
*Short writing assignment #12 due.
Wednesday, April 26: The Right to Believe? – William James’s The Will to Believe. 

Required reading: The Will to Believe, William James? Available on-line at:

http://www.gutenberg.org/files/26659/26659-h/26659-h.htm
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