Perspectives on the Liberal Arts and Sciences

Course Proposal

General Education Advisory Committee
Queens College, City University of New York

I. Course Information

Course Title: 
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Credits: 
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     Prerequisites: 
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[image: image4] Existing course, course number:  
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[image: image6] New course

Department:
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Department Contact:
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	Area of Knowledge and Inquiry

(select one)
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Reading Literature (RL)
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Appreciating and Participating 
in the Arts (AP)
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Culture and Values (CV)
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Analyzing Social Structures (SS)
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Natural Science (NS)
	Context of Experience

(select only if the course emphasizes one of the following)
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United States (US)
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European Traditions (ET)
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World Cultures (WC) 
	Extended Requirements

(select only if the course meets one of the following)
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Pre-Industrial Society (PI)
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Abstract or Quantitative Reasoning (QR)




The following information is useful to the subcommittee to estimate the college's progress toward the goal of offering enough sections and seats in each Perspectives category. How often does the department anticipate the course will be offered?  Please also estimate the anticipated number of sections and number of seats per section.


[image: image19] Every semester
number of sections: 
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number of seats per section: 
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[image: image22] Every Fall or  
[image: image23] Every Spring 
number of sections: 
[image: image24]
number of seats per section: 
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number of sections: 
[image: image28]
number of seats per section: 
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Course Description Please include a course description.  If the course will include variable topics or be taught in various forms, please provide as many descriptions of specific sections as possible.
[image: image30]

II. Criteria for Perspectives Courses

Justification

Please describe how the course will address criteria for Perspectives on the Liberal Arts and Sciences courses. 
Be sure to include an explanation of the course’s specific learning goals for students to make a connection between these and the general criteria for Perspectives courses.
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Criteria Checklist

Please be sure that your justification addresses all three criteria 1-3, below.  For criteria 4-8, please check all that apply and discuss these in your justification.

	A Perspectives course must:

1. Be designed to introduce students to how a particular discipline creates knowledge and understanding.

2. Position the discipline(s) within the liberal arts and the larger society.

3. Address the goals defined for the particular Area(s) of Knowledge the course is designed to fulfill.


	In addition, a Perspectives course will, where appropriate to its discipline(s) and subject matter:


[image: image32] 4. Be global or comparative in approach.


[image: image33] 5. Consider diversity and the nature and construction of forms of difference.


[image: image34] 6. Engage students in active inquiry.


[image: image35] 7. Reveal the existence and importance of change over time.


[image: image36] 8. Use primary documents and materials.


III. Course Materials, Assignments, and Activities

Please provide an annotated list of course readings and descriptions of major assignments or exams for the course, as well as distinctive student activities that will engage students in working toward the course goals discussed in the course description and/or justification.

Please include the author and title for each reading or text, along with a short description providing information about how the reading will contribute to course goals.
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IV. Assessment

Perspectives courses must be recertified every five years, and we are seeking ideas for how to best carry out this assessment.  What forms of evidence that the course is meeting its goals as a Perspectives course would be appropriate to collect for this course during the next five years?  How would you prefer assessment to be conducted?  How might evidence of effective teaching and student learning be collected and evaluated?
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V.  Administration

What process will your department develop to oversee this course, suggest and approve changes, and conduct assessment?  Who will be in charge of this process?  Also indicate whether the course will be primarily taught by full-time or adjunct faculty, or by a combination of the two types of instructor.
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VI. Syllabus

Please attach a sample syllabus (or set of syllabi, for courses on variable topics or courses that will be taught in variable formats).

Some resources to guide syllabus construction:

· The Provost's page outlining guidelines for syllabi:
http://qcpages.qc.cuny.edu/provost/Cur_stud/Syllabus expectations.htm 

· Sample syllabi for W courses, from Writing Across the Curriculum: http://qcpages.qc.cuny.edu/writing/wsyllabi.htm
· Goals for Student Writing at Queens College:
http://qcpages.qc.cuny.edu/writing/Goals.htm  

· Harvard’s Bok Center for Teaching and Learning, suggestions for syllabus planning: http://isites.harvard.edu/icb/icb.do?keyword=k1985&pageid=icb.page29695 

· Lehman College’s Gen Ed Syllabi Project: http://www.lehman.edu/lehman/programs/generaledu/gened_syllabi_project.html 

Submit this completed form and a sample syllabus (or set of syllabi) by email to Eva Fernández (eva.fernandez@qc.cuny.edu), Director, Center for Teaching and Learning.

Sample Syllabus

Philosophy 116

Philosophy of Religion

S. Miceli

Office: PH 350P, Tel: (718) 997-5285; smiceli@qc.cuny.edu
Office hours: Monday and Wednesday 10:45-11: 45 and by appointment.

Philosophy 116 is an introduction to the philosophy of religion, and it is designed to acquaint the students with the main views about religious subjects which have been of interest to both Western and Non-Western philosophers and theologians. Since it is an introductory course, it begins with some basic philosophical concepts, such as the nature of argument, coherence and validity.  Armed with the knowledge of these concepts, students will then be able to analyze and assess the philosophical worth of some of the arguments put forward in defense of different positions.  Specifically, these arguments, which have had a long honored history, and, therefore, have been reformulated many times, are the ontological, cosmological, and design arguments for the existence of God.  Of course, criticisms of these arguments are intensely discussed.  Of special interest here is the argument from evil and that of the possibility of an infinite, real chain of causes and effects.  In the end, students are not only expected to know the different versions and nuances of theism, skepticism, agnosticism, and atheism but are also are given an opportunity to sharpen their critical acumen. The course fulfills Queens College’s general education requirement under the “Culture and Values” and “European Traditions” headings of PLAS, for it examines contrasting claims, which have arisen (primarily) out of the Western European tradition, concerning God, religious meaning, religious experience, the possibility of religious knowledge, and the relationship between faith and reason, science and religion. It aims, as representing a core liberal art (namely, philosophy), to develop general intellectual capacities such as reason and judgment, in the belief that both the individual and society are the better for such development; and it investigates major issues concerning religious values.

REQUIRED TEXT:

Shatz, David, ed., Philosophy and Faith, McGraw Hill, 2002

REQUIRED READINGS

1. Introduction (First day of class.  Topics: The nature of theory, what counts as evidence for or against a theory, must all theories be falsifiable to qualify as theories, bottom/up vs. to/bottom theories.)

2. The next seven lectures will cover the case for theism, chap. 4  

Read the essays by Anselm, Gaunilo, Aquinas, Edwards, Craig, Rowe, Hume, Davis, Hambourger, Mackie, Gellman, Levinson, and Fales.  Skip the essay by Johnson.

3. The next  seven lectures will be devoted to “Reasons for Disbelieve:  Assessing the Case for Atheism.” (Chap 5)

Read the essays by Rowe, Alston, Stump, Swinburne, Murray, Xenophanes, Spinoza, Feuerbach, Freud, and Rowe.

4. The next eight lectures will deal with the interaction between science and religion: “Science, Nature, and Religious belief.” (Chap 6)

Read the essays by Haught, Plantinga, Van Till, Van Inwagen, Audi, Swinburne, Van Inwagen, Alston, Hume, Van Inwagen, Mill, Johnson, and Griffith.

5. The rest of the semester will cover the topic of the relationship between faith and reason:  “Is There a Place for Faith.”  (Chap 7)

Read the essays by Clifford, Van Inwagen, Plantinga, Golding, Lycan and Schlesinger, and James. Skip the other essays in this chapter.

COURSE REQUIREMENTS:

1. A substantial paper of about ten to fifteen double-spaced pages.  A paper of fewer pages will be acceptable.  Students are encouraged not to hand in papers less than eight pages long.  This should be given to the instructor on the last day of class but will be accepted also on the day of the final.  

2. A final examination with topics provided on the last day of class.

THE PAPER TOPIC:

The topic of the paper should be chosen in consultation with the instructor.  However, students ought to write on a topic they truly care about and, ideally, should reflect the readings done in the course and class discussion.  Furthermore, try to focus on a central idea, and analyze and develop it with sustained arguments. For those students who find themselves at a loss for an idea the following topics are suggested for possible consideration:

1. Is God’s foreknowledge of human affairs compatible with human freedom?

2. Is the concept of God, as traditionally understood, compatible with the amount of evil in the world.                                                                                                    

3. Is atheism intellectually satisfying?

4. Is God required as the basis for ethical justification?

5. Is the theory of evolution compatible with the traditional view about God’s nature?

You may discuss any of these topics in the light of the thought of you favorite philosopher.  For instance, in the past students have written on what Maimonides says about the names of God.  Others have used Aquinas’s ideas to formulate their views on life after death.  And still others have read some Sufi mystic to explain what life with God is like.

Of course, there is always the option of a book report.  This too must be approved by the instructor.  If you do not have one in mind, then the following are good and not too difficult works to handle.

1. John Polkinghorne,  Belief in God in an Age of Science, Yale.

2. Craig and Smith,  Theism, Atheism, and Big Bang Cosmology, Oxford.

3. John F. Haught, After Darwin: A Theology of Evolution, Westview Press

4. John F. Haught, Christianity and Science, Orbis Books

5. Kai Nielsen, Atheism & Philosophy

6. Kai Nielsen, Ethics Without God, Prometheus Books

7. Richard Swinburne, The Coherence of Theism, Oxford.

8. Richard Swinburne, The Evolution of the Soul, Oxford. 

9. Richard Dawking, The Blind Watchmaker: Historical and Contemporary Issues, Harper/SanFrancisco.

10. Howard Van Till, The Fourth Day: What the Bible and the Heavens Are Telling Us About the Creation, Grand Rapids.

11. C.S. Lewis, Miracles, MacMillan.

12. Thomas Owen, ed., God’s Activity in the World, Scholars Press. (Discuss at least three essays from this book.)

THE FINAL:

The final will consist of six essays.

Sample questions.

1. William Lane Craig claims to have proven that the world is finite by employing both philosophical and scientific arguments.  How do the proofs go?  What would Aquinas say about the philosophical arguments?  What about Edwards and Rowe?  

2. In what way does Davis’s argument in “Fine Tuning: The New Design Argument” differ from Aquinas’s argument from design?  Given what science tells us today, is God’s existence more “scientifically” acceptable.

3. Evan Fales writes about religious experience from an anthropologist’s points of view and claims that mystical experiences can be explained by the existence of a repressive environment in which the mystic lives.  Do you agree with him?

4. Do Freud, Spinoza, and   Feuerbach satisfactorily show that belief in God is the result of human need either for a father figure or for something else?

5. Is Religion opposed to science?  Does evolution undermine belief in God? Why does Plantinga say that there is an opposition here?  In what way do both Haught and Van Till try to bridge the gap that Plantinga believes exists between them?

6. If one believes in God, does one also need a rational justification for such a belief?  Is one immoral if one believes something without hard evidence?  What do Plantinga, Van Inwagen, and Clifford say about this?    
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In a philosophy of religion course most instructors use both classical and contemporary sources.  Even though different instructors have different preferences, most are wont to cover topics that are widely discussed in both the history of philosophy and in academic journals.   In the mid twentieth century few philosophers discussed issues in the philosophy of religion from an analytical point of view or the way they had been discussed by modern philosophers.  Most of them were still struggling to get over Nietzsche’s proclamation that God is dead.  In addition, having witnessed the death of millions in two world wars, it seemed that, in the words of Walter T. Stace, man was engaged in a struggle against darkness.   But in the last fifty years there has been a flood of articles written from an analytical point of view.  Therefore it is not surprising that, while some of the classical authors are used, emphasis is usually placed on recent contributions to the issues that have interested philosophers of religion.   Many of these are concerned with the relationship between science and religion.  Of special interest have been the recent discoveries in cosmology, the theory of evolution, the discussion about infinity in mathematics, and some of the criticisms of religious thinking advanced by social scientists.  The other topic that has received a lot of attention has been the problem of evil.  Philosophers Alvin Plantinga in this country and Richard Swinburne in England have been instrumental in reformulating the problem and engendering an enormous amount of discussion about it.


It is, then, easy to see why it is important to cover material dealing with these topics and why the students seem to be highly engaged in discussing them.  In particular, some of them are:


The nature of theory.


Is it the case that infinity is only a mathematical concept and not applicable to the real world?  If so, is the universe then finite and does a finite universe require a creator?  Is it the case that the natural sciences have shown also that the world is finite?


Is the universe fine tuned for the production of life and even intelligent life?  If so, does this require an explanation?  After all, quite improbable things sometimes do happen. In addition, how does this reformulation of the argument from design compare with that of Aquinas and Paley?


Is the theory of evolution compatible with belief in God?  That is, does evolution fully account for life?  While some philosophers believe that it is, yet they also think that there is something wrong with the theory itself.  Are the arguments that they adduce in support of their position coherent?


Do the social sciences show that belief in God is a psychological state with no connection to reality?


Is the problem of evil insurmountable for the believer in God?  Is the amount of suffering an aggravating factor or is any amount a big problem?


Do we have free will?  If we do, can it be used to explain the reasons why God does not intervene to prevent evil?  But is the case that God does not intervene in certain situations?  Could it be that we are not aware when God does so?


If contemporary psychologists are right in claiming that we are part of nature, and therefore physical beings, is there any justification for believing in life after death?  Or could it be that, with the exception of a strict materialism which seems to be incoherent anyway, that any other form of materialism (e.g. reductive materialism, functionalism, and so forth) is compatible with life after death?


Does our reliance on the laws of nature prevent us from believing in miracles?  Is a miracle a violation of the laws of nature or can God perform miracles within the dictates of natural law?


Can a theistic theory be grafted onto the theory of evolution?








Philosophy of Religion addresses directly some of the issues raised in PLAS A1.  For most of the course is devoted to the analysis of some basic concepts dealing with the interpretation of data for formulating theories.  Do the facts about the universe imply a creator?  Or are they counterbalanced by the facts about human suffering?  In addition, epistemological questions concerning the nature of faith and how it differs from knowledge are gone into in some depth.  Most of the work studied in this course deals precisely with the acquisition of knowledge.  But it also teaches students how to tackle a problem from different points of view.  For the same issue can, in the hands of different philosophers, lead to opposite conclusions.  For instance, the Big Bang theory is used by William Lane Craig to show that the universe is finite and therefore needs a creator, and by Quentin Smith for the opposite conclusion.


One important thing about a philosophy of religion course is that it is neutral with respect to organized religions.  It does not really favor one religion over another, even if some of the issues raised by some particular philosopher stem from his or her religious background.  This has tended to broaden the students’ cultural perspectives in that they themselves discover what things their religion has in common with other religions.  This is true not merely by the fact that comparisons are made between, let us say, the cosmological argument as it was formulated by the Arabs and revived by Craig and the Thomistic formulation of it, but also because it deals with the same issues that worried the Eastern Philosophers.


Throughout the course relationships are drawn out and developed between religious ideas and ethical values.  Are moral values based on human reason or on God’s commands?  Is human reason self-justifying? When students are confronted with such questions they come to realize the complexities of the issues involved in them, which makes them reflect on what it is that they have inherited from the tradition or religion handed down to them by their parents. This is why the course satisfies the PLAS criterion described under “Culture and Values.” It is also submitted as a “European Traditions” course because the approach described above is grounded primarily in the Western European philosophical and theological traditions. Yet as described above, the course also makes important comparisons between philosophers and theologians from different cultural traditions and historical epochs. This involves students in active enquiry into the diversity and comparative differences of opinion between major philosophical thinkers in their search for religious meaning. It also involves students in a critical, comparative study of a variety of primary source materials taken from different religious and philosophical traditions.
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See attached Syllabus








 Questionnaires will be administered to graduating majors and minors in philosophy, asking whether they find introductory PLAS courses in philosophy valuable in retrospect, and why or why not. Questionnaires will also be emailed after five years to former students in general (majors and non-majors), asking whether they find introductory PLAS courses in philosophy valuable in retrospect, and why or why not.


The Department of Philosophy continues to require a senior thesis for the major in philosophy. This provides excellent evidence of the long-term contributions of PLAS courses to the philosophy major's education. Senior theses are collected by the Department's undergraduate concentration advisor, who reviews them and discusses them with the Department's Curriculum Committee, of which committee this advisor is a member.


Grades in philosophy courses are determined on the basis of papers and essay exams by which instructors can gauge the progress of students when it comes to understanding things accurately, thinking critically, basing their convictions on evidence and rational argumentation, and grasping relevant alternative views. Another gauge of these matters is students' performance in class discussion. Philosophy lends itself to dialogue, and the Department's faculty, part-time as well as full-time, are adept at combining lecture with class discussion.








PLAS philosophy courses will be taught by selected full-time faculty and adjunct faculty. The PLAS subcommittee of the Department's Curriculum Committee will ensure that faculty in PLAS philosophy courses understand how their courses are to contribute to satisfying PLAS requirements and that syllabi will explain and comport with same. As a matter of fact, current syllabi for Philosophy 116, which the Curriculum Committee has examined, already comport with same.  New instructors will be shown examples of syllabi for these courses and helped with the preparation of their own. Of course, teaching observations are conducted every semester for all untenured faculty and for adjuncts of fewer than ten consecutive semesters of employment in the Department. Consistency with PLAS goals will be monitored in these observations.
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