Syllabus for Phil 487: Atheism, Religion and Power

Time: Mondays and Wednesdays 17:00-18:30

Facilitator: Scott Carlson (scottcarlson19@gmail.com)

Faculty Sponsor: Dr. Christina Hendricks (chendric@interchange.ubc.ca)

Website: http://wiki.ubc.ca/Course:PHIL487

Introduction:


This course is aimed at a large topic: the tensions between atheism and religion in a modern context. Our approach will be somewhat oblique. We’ll be taking a look at a long, rich and widely varied tradition of different theoretical approaches to the relationship between belief, disbelief, science, knowledge, morality and society. In so doing, we will hit on a number of focal points of modern debates, but certainly not all of them. That said: The Student Directed Seminar program is a unique opportunity for you to influence the structure of your educational experience. Think of your fellow students as brilliant collaborators on a topic of interest, and this course as a vehicle for facilitating productive inquiry. If there is a topic you would like to see covered, feel free to suggest it, and we will try to find a way to include it—this syllabus is not sacred.


As for the course title: it is (clearly) intended to be provocative, but it is not meant to be polemic. There is no room here for simple atheism or religion-bashing. Such approaches are typically unacademic, disrespectful and, frankly, boring. While a critical attitude is always encouraged, please be certain to be respectful at all times. I am quite certain that as upper-level students you don’t need to be reminded of this, and I apologize if this discussion seems condescending. Suffice it to say that we are covering a controversial topic, and the University administration wanted to ensure these concerns were addressed.


For the time being I will leave the terms “atheism” and “religion” undefined, in no small part because a portion this course will involve actively parsing out different definitions and their deployment. As for the concept of “power,” we will focus on two primary meanings: first, there is the traditional sense of directly coercive, centralized social power, such as that possessed by governments or institutions—this meaning has some obvious historical relevance to our subject matter. The second meaning, derived primarily from Foucault’s work, views power as decentralized, productive and capillary. In brief, this latter sense analyzes the historical knowledges, relationships and conflicts that are formative, i.e., that create and define the ways that we, as individuals, think and behave. We’ll get into this concept in much more detail in the weeks to come.

Class Resources:

There are no required books for this course, but I recommend acquiring a copy of Nietzsche’s Genealogy of Morality, preferably the Clark and Swensen translation, but whatever works for you. Everything, however, including the GoM, will be available online.​
Course Wiki: http://wiki.ubc.ca/Course:PHIL487
The course wiki will be a resource we will be using for a variety of purposes. All assignments will be posted there, and it will also prove an excellent place for discussions and sharing of interesting materials and articles you come across. Finally, I will also post links or downloads of as many readings as possible. I’ll talk you through basic setup, and you can ask me questions or access the help pages on the UBC Wiki site if you have any concerns.

Marking Scheme and Expectations:

All of our grades (with the exception of attendance) will be peer-evaluated by the other members of this seminar.

Participation: 20%

The success of this course depends upon the informed and enthusiastic participation of every student in class discussion.  This grade will be based on attendance, contributions to class discussions and 4 short reading responses of 500-600 words each (1 page). These responses will be of two parts: 1) a concise summary of (some of) the main points in the reading (or readings, if you prefer), and 2) an evaluation or argument of your own. These will be posted on the class wiki, and will serve as resource both for class discussions and, later, as we research our papers. As for your argument, I encourage you to be creative and to pull in topics from newspaper articles, blogs, etc. so long as you clearly relate it to the reading in question. Do keep in mind that these will each form only about 2-3% of your grade. They are not intended to be labour-intensive, but are simply a way for you to engage with the reading you’ll be doing anyway.

Finally, a portion of this grade will consist in marking each other’s work in a timely manner.

Presentation Paper: 15% (3-4 pages, 1200 words)

You will write a short paper on a reading chosen at the beginning of the semester and present it in front of the class. Do not, however, just read out your paper out: the point is to “talk through” the reading we’re covering. You may present a criticism or argument if you choose, but be sure to include several discussion questions. Marks for this will derive mainly from the clarity of your presentation and your success in fostering discussion.

Article for a General Public: 15% (3-4 pages,1200 words)

For this assignment, you will apply concepts from this course to an issue or debate that interests you. You can choose from any cross-section of the readings you please. The point is to write an accessible, interesting piece that non-academics, or at least people outside of our class, may want to read. It can take the form of a newspaper/magazine article, blog post, short essay, etc. All of us will read these pieces, and you’ll have the chance explain to the class how you thought it related to our subject matter. 

Term Paper: 50%

We’ll discuss the details and grading of this assignment towards the end of the course. Roughly speaking, however, you’ll have license to choose your own topic so long as it encompasses a sufficient number of our readings.

Late Assignments Policy:
For this seminar to proceed smoothly, it is imperative that assignments are done on time. You will choose your own deadlines, so there is no excuse for lateness, except in cases of genuine (and provable) duress, e.g., debilitating sickness. Otherwise, penalties will be severe: 3% of your overall course mark will be deducted per class that you are late.

Class Schedule (SUBJECT TO CHANGE)
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––Week 1 (Jan 5): Introduction to Class

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

There are no assignments for our first week. We’ll spend the class going over the course setup, expectations, grading, etc., and if time, some preliminary questions and definitions on our subject matter

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––Week 2 (Jan 10, 12) – Friedrich Nietzsche: The Revaluation of Values.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Primary Reading:


Preface, Treatise I and II from:
- Nietzsche, Friedrich. On the Genealogy of Morality. Trans. Maudemarie Clark and Alan J. Swensen. Indianapolis, Indiana:  Hackett, 1998.
I recommend acquiring your own copy, but you can access a PDF file with a decent translation online as at: http://www.pdf-freedownload.net/file-reader/on-the-genealogy-of-morality-by-friedrich-nietzsche/
If you do acquire a copy, Clark and Swensen provide an excellent translation, as does Walter Kaufmann.

The literature on Nietzsche is massive, and also widely varied. There are a great many interpretations of any given aspect of his work, which is precisely why I chose not to include any particular one (or ones). Whether or not you’re familiar with Nietzsche, I recommend seriously taking your time with his work and forming your own positions before pulling on those of commentators. He is an evasive and sometimes obscure writer, so I find it best to never take him at face value on first pass. If you’re interested, though, I have a fairly decent bibliography of secondary literature that I’ll post onto the course wiki.
Recommended Reading: Nietzsche states in the preface to GoM that in order to properly grasp this work, we should have read his entire anthology first. I haven’t met anyone who’s followed this advice yet, but if you do get the chance to read up, focus especially on Beyond Good and Evil and The Gay Science. The Birth of Tragedy, his first major work, is well worth reading as well.

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––Week 3 (Jan 17, 19) – Friedrich Nietzsche Continued

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Treatise III from:

· Nietzsche, Friedrich. On the Genealogy of Morality. Trans. Maudemarie Clark and Alan J. Swensen. Indianapolis, Indiana:  Hackett, 1998.

· Nietzsche, Friedrich. Twilight of the Idols. Two short sections: “Morality as Anti Nature” and “The Four great Errors.” Available online at: http://www.handprint.com/SC/NIE/GotDamer.html
Recommended Reading:

See week II, plus the remainder of Twilight of the Idols. A note: this book was written some time after Genealogy, “in the last sane year of Nietzsche’s life.”

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––Week 4 – Foucault on Power

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Primary Reading:

· Foucault, Michel: ‘Two Lectures’ (from Power/Knowledge—Available online)

· Excerpts from selected interviews

Recommended Reading:

· Bové, Paul. “Mendacious Innocents, or The Modern Genealogist as Conscientious Intellectual: Nietzsche, Foucault, Said.” boundary 2 Vols. 9&10 (1981): 359-387.  Reprinted in Michel Foucault: Critical Assessments Vol. II, ed. Barry Smart.  New York: Routledge, 1994
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––Week 5 – Ritual and Embodied Religious Practice

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Required Reading:
· Mahmood, Saba: “Rehearsed Spontaneity and the Conventionality of Ritual: Disciplines of ‘Salat.’” American Ethnologist, Vol. 28, No.4 (Nov., 2001), pp. 827-853.
· Asad, Talal: “Toward a Genealogy of the Concept of Ritual” from Genealogies of Religion: Discipline and Reasons of Power in Christianity and Islam 1993.

Recommended Reading

· Modood, Tariq. “Muslims and the Politics of Difference.” The Political Quarterly, Volume 74 Issue Supplement S1. 2003: pp. 100-115.

· Foucault, Michel. Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison. Trans. Alan Sheridan. New York: Vintage, 1995. See especially part 3, Ch. 1 and 2.

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––Week 6: Individualistic Faith and Pragmatism

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Primary Reading:

· Kierkegaard, Soren: Concluding Unscientific Postscript (Excerpt)

· Adams, Robert Merrihew. “Kierkegaard’s Arguments Against Objective Reasoning in Religion.”
· James, William: “The Will to Believe”
All three texts are from Ten Essential Texts in the Philosophy of Religion. Ed. Stephen M Cahn. USA: Oxford University Press 2005, pp. 312-320, 321-335 and 343-361 respectively

Recommended Reading: All of the commentary on these articles in Ten Essential Texts is quite useful. Landmark works by these two authors also include Kierkegaard’s Fear and Trembling, and James’ The Varieties of Religious Experience.
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––Week 7: Marxist Theory: Ideology and Religion

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Primary Reading:
· Marx, Karl: Hegel’s Philosophy of Right.  (Excerpts)

· Gramsci, Antonio: Notes from Prison. (excerpts)

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––Week 8: Poststructuralism and Critical Theory: Moving on From Marx

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Primary Reading:

· Chapter 11: Critical Theory and Poststructuralism: Habermas and Foucault
From: Rush, Fred, ed. The Cambridge Companion To Critical Theory. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 2004, pp. 280-309.

· Habermas, Jurgen: “Religion in the Public Sphere.” The European Journal of Philosophy, Volume 14, Issue 1, pp. 1-25. April, 2006.
(Highly) Recommended Reading:
· Adorno and Horkheimer: The Dialectic of Enlightenment. Chapter 1: “The Concept of Enlightenment”

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––Week 9: Compatibilist Approaches

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Primary Readings:
· Wittgenstein, Ludwig: Lectures on Aesthetics, Psychology and Religious Belief, pp 54-72. (Online)
· Rachels, James. “God and Human Attitudes.” Religious Studies Vol. 7, No. 4 (Dec., 1971), pp. 325-337

· Gould, Stephen Jay: “Non-Overlapping Magisteria.”

Accessible at: http://www.stephenjaygould.org/library/gould_noma.html

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––Week 10: Evolutionary Theory

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Primary Readings:

· Campbell, Angus James. “Charles Darwin: Rhetorician of Science.” From The Rhetoric of the Human Sciences: Language and Argument in Scholarship and Public Affairs, ed. Nelson et al. USA: University of Wisconsin Press 1987, pp. 69-86.

· Dawkins, Richard: The Blind Watchmaker, Preface and Chapter 1. England: Penguin Books Ltd, 1986.

Recommended Reading:

-     William Paley: “The Teleological Argument.” (Easily accessible online).

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––Week 11: Contemporary Intelligent Design

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

· Chapter 1: ‘Intelligent Design Creationism’s “Wedge Strategy”’, by Barbara Forrest

· Chapter 2: ‘Critique of Evolutionary Naturalism’ by Philip Johnson

Both from: Intelligent Design Creationism and its Critics: Philosophical, Theological and Scientific Perspectives. Edited by Robert T. Pennock. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, c2001. An online version is accessible via the UBC library.

Recommended Reading: 


ID Creationism and its Critics provides an excellent introduction to a wide range of the issues around modern Intelligent Design, and I recommend the entire book. It is, of course, intended as an assault on the movement, so perhaps it ought to be taken with a grain of salt. For a quintessential read on the progress of modern science, see also:
-Kuhn, Thomas: The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. 
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––Week 12: Psychological Perspectives

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Primary Reading:

· Greenberg/Pyzckinski: ‘Evidence of a Terror Management Function of Cultural Icons: The Effects of Mortality Salience on the Inappropriate Use of Cherished Cultural Symbols’ 

· Hein, Proulx & Vohs: ‘The Meaning Maintenance Model.’ Personality and Social Psychology Review 2006, Vol. 10, No. 2, 88-110.
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––Week 13: Essay Presentations

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

· Hansen & Norenzayan: “Yang and Yin and Heaven and Hell: Untangling the Complex Relationship Between Religion & Intolerance.” In: (P. McNamara, Ed.), Where God and Man Meet: How the Brain and Evolutionary Sciences are Revolutionizing Our Understanding of Religion and Spirituality. Greenwood Press--Praeger Publishers.
-     Review and Essay draft presentations

