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Course Syllabus

Course Number:

PHIL 341

Course Name:

Philosophical Issues in Science:  

When Science and Religion Meet

Course Description:  Natural science is the best example we have of a reliable knowledge gathering enterprise: What it has taught us about the natural world is phenomenal.  And for precisely this reason it provides, for many individuals, the means by which any claim arising from other human pursuits or activities is to be evaluated.  What happens(or should happen(when such claims are challenged, even “contradicted”, by the findings of natural science?  This course will consider that question as it pertains to the Judeo-Christian account of the creation and structure of the universe. 

Now, to understand and appreciate that question, we require a context.  And the context for this course will involve a discussion of the “nature” of science(its goals and methods; it will also involve some theology and hermeneutics. These are large issues, but for the purposes of this course we can get up to speed fairly quickly by focusing on two episodes: The so-called “Copernican Revolution” in early modern science, and the neo-Darwinian account of evolution.   These episodes, or scientific developments, nicely illustrate the nature of science, the epistemological or methodological difficulties involved in properly evaluating scientific claims, and also many of the relevant issues and serious challenges (theological and hermeneutical) that need to be addressed if one is to responsibly answer the above question.  

Credit Hours:
2

Instructor:


Mark Webb (541-932-4954) mwebb@eou.edu
Class Format:

Weekend College -- Onsite Course/TBA

Required Readings:
Genesis chapters 1-3, 7-8; Joshua chapter 10: 1-15; 

Ian G. Barbour, “Ways of Relating Science and Religion”

Ernan McMullin, “Natural Science and Belief in a Creator”

Richard J. Clifford, “Creation in the Bible”

Francisco J. Ayala, “Biological Evolution:  An Introduction”

Charles R. Marshall, “Darwinism in an Age of Molecular Revolution”

John R. Durant, “A Critical-Historical Perspective on the Argument about Evolution”

John F. Haught, “Does Evolution Rule out God’s Existence?” 

Learning Outcomes:  Upon completion of this course the student should be able to describe: (a) the goals and methods of natural science; (b) why these goals and methods, properly understood, are domain or subject matter specific; (c) some difficulties involved in theory appraisal; (d) some ways in which natural science challenges other disciplines and human endeavors, particularly religious ones; (e) different hermeneutical approaches for understanding religious texts; and (f), what implications these approaches have for evaluating the truth claims of natural science, and vice versa.  The student should also be better prepared to engage and critically evaluate the social and intellectual issues which arise when central claims of science and religion appear to challenge one another.

Means of Assessment:  All of the above learning outcomes will be formally assessed in a single analytical paper.

Course Requirements:  Students will be expected (1) to read assigned selections prior to class; (2) participate in class discussion; (3) view Race for the Double Helix (a humorous, and methodologically informative, film about the discovery of DNA); and (4) submit a final paper addressing a topic approved by the instructor no later than 4 weeks after the class.  A “fair” and “open mind” is expected.  That is to say:  while you are neither required nor expected to understand everything you read, much less agree with anything you read, you are expected to attempt to understand what you read, appreciate the methodological difficulties involved, and fairly evaluate the claims advanced.  

As an aid to comprehension of course material, questions to facilitate your reading and viewing will be handed out prior to the class and the film; the lecture-oriented part of the course will also be available to students in the form of class notes.

Grading Method:  Class participation will count for 20% of the grade; viewing the film will count for 10%; the final paper will count for 70% (students are encouraged to submit drafts).  

Course Outline:  This course will be lecture and discussion oriented.  The first part will consider the scientific and religious context of the “Copernican Revolution”—the switch from a geocentric to a heliocentric view of the structure of the universe—and the scientific and religious controversies it engendered.  The second part will consider the Darwinian (or neo-Darwinian) challenge to religious ways of understanding humanity.  Hermeneutical issues—ways of understanding religious texts—will be addressed and evaluated in both parts of the course.

Statement on Academic Misconduct:  Eastern Oregon University places a high value upon the integrity of its student scholars.  Any student found guilty of an act of academic misconduct (including, but not limited to, cheating, plagiarism, or theft of an examination or supplies) may be subject to having his or her grade reduced in the course in question, being placed on probation or suspended from the University, or being expelled from the University—or a combination of these.  Please see Student Handbook at:  http://www.eou.edu/saffairs/handbook/honest.html
Statement on Americans with Disabilities:  If you have a documented disability or suspect that you have a learning problem and need accommodations, please contact the Disability Services Program in Loso Hall 234.  Telephone 541-962-3081.

Syllabus Prepared By:  Mark Webb 

Date:  4/06

