SYLLABUS for General Honors: Secular Humanism

CNM: General Honors (GNHN 2096:101, TR, MS 1:30-2:45, MS 403)
Prof. Kaz Dziamka

PhD American Studies, UNM / MA English Philology, Jagiellonian University, Cracow, Poland


Office: Main Campus, MS 553


Office tel. Number: 224 3671 (ext. 0849); e-mail: kaz@cnm.edu / Office hours: MW 1:00:1:30, 4:15-5:15; TR 4:15-5:15
PREREQUISITES:  You should have passed English 101 with a C or better, and you should know how to write an MLA research paper. 

COURSE DESCRIPTION:  The course offers a rare opportunity to study American Secular Humanists and Secular Humanism—a secular lifestyle and a “rational philosophy informed by science, inspired by art, and motivated by compassion.”

Important: Although there are many kinds of humanism—cultural, philosophical, literary, Christian, religious, etc.—this course focuses only on Secular Humanism, which is a non-religious philosophy of life. Despite a popular misconception promoted by Christian fundamentalists and others, Secular Humanism is not—cannot be—a religion because, being strictly scientific, it is a “permanent alternative to [all religions]” (Barbara Smoker). As Paul Kurtz, the most prominent philosopher of Secular Humanism, argues: “Secular humanism is secular, not religious. The term should not be turned upside down.”
COURSE OBJECTIVES: Among the main goals of this course are the following:
· To study the goals and principles of Secular, Scientific Humanism as promoted by America’s leading Humanist organizations: The American Humanist Association (AHA) and the Council for Secular Humanism (CSH)

· To trace the origins of Humanism in ancient Greek and Roman philosophy and in the Age of Enlightenment 

· To read the most prominent American and other Humanists, including philosophers Corliss Lamont and Paul Kurtz (Chairman and Founder of the Council for Secular Humanism and Editor of Free Inquiry); Fred Edwords (Editor of the Humanist and Executive Director of the American Humanist Association); famous agnostics Robert Ingersoll and Clarence Darrow; feminists Barbara Ehrenreich (1998 Humanist of the Year) and Annie Laurie Gaylor (Editor of Freethought Today); birth control activist Margaret Sanger; prominent British humanists Margaret Knight and Barbara Smoker (President of the National Secular Society); astronomer and writer Carl Sagan ; novelists and writers Kurt Vonnegut (Honorary President of the American Humanist Association), Gore Vidal, and Isaac Asimov (President of The American Humanist Association) 
· To discuss what Humanists argue are enormous “hidden costs” of religious belief, often resulting in—among others—“psychic surrender,” bigotry, intolerance, sexism, religious hatred, and holy wars

· To debate the secular aspect of American democracy, particularly the current First Amendment problems and dilemmas
· To promote the scientific method of investigation, free inquiry, and democracy 
COURSE REQUIREMENTS: You will 
· complete all reading assignments from the main text, The Philosophy of Humanism, as well as from other printed and online sources 
· watch a few documentary movies and YouTube interviews with some of the most prominent Secular Humanist writers, teachers, and journalists
· listen to songs and study poems with humanist themes
· take quizzes, write several essays, and offer a class presentation on a selected topic in Secular Humanist studies
· write a term paper on a topic based on The Transcendental Temptation or Science and Religion (other topics are also acceptable but you need to discuss them with me) 
MEANS OF ASSESSMENT:

One response essay 10% / Two quizzes 20%

One midterm essay 10% / One class presentation: 10%

One MLA research paper 30% / Final exam: 20% 
CLASS TEXTS/MATERIALS:
· Corliss Lamont, The Philosophy of Humanism
· Paul Kurtz, The Transcendental Temptation
· Class handouts, selected essays by renowned Humanists, online sources (interviews with Humanist activists), songs and poems with Humanist themes, documentary films, CDs/DVDs
· Current and back issues of Free Inquiry, The Humanist, Skeptical Inquirer, The American Rationalist
POLICY FOR CNM CLOSURE DUE TO INCLEMENT WEATHER DURING EXAM WEEK: If the campus is closed because of inclement weather during a scheduled final exam time, please follow either “A” or “B” below. [NOTE:"A" is the preferred option.]

A) Final grades for students will be calculated based on all work assessed up to that point in the course.


B) Finals scheduled for that day will be rescheduled to the first non-exam day available, at the same time and the same location as originally scheduled. If closures occur for more than one day during finals week, finals cancelled on subsequent days will be rescheduled for the next available day; again at the same time and location originally scheduled. If rescheduling of a final exam is impossible due to a lengthy closing during finals week, final grades for students will be calculated on the work assessed up to that point.

ALL SOURCES:  For current discussions and debates, read the following humanist/freethought magazines:

Free Inquiry, published by the Council for Secular Humanism (Editors Paul Kurtz and Tom Flynn)

Skeptical Inquirer, published by the Committee for Skeptical Inquiry (Editor Kendrick Frazier)

The American Rationalist, published by the Council for Secular Humanism (Editor Kaz Dziamka)
The Humanist, published by the American Humanist Association (Editor Jennifer Bardi)
Below is a partial list of the most relevant sources for your research projects, midterm essays, and class presentations. Those marked with an asterisk are highly recommended. Those in bold—The Philosophy of Humanism and The Transcendental Temptation—are required texts for this course. You must have them. The quizzes, the term paper, and the final exam will be based to a large extent on reading assignments from these books.   Science and Religion edited by Paul Kurtz is particularly recommended for your term paper topics. (You should consider buying this book as well.)
Corliss Lamont, The Philosophy of Humanism
Paul Kurtz, The Transcendental Temptation
*Paul Kurtz, ed., Science and Religion (highly recommended for term papers)
* Paul Blanshard, ed., Classics of Free Thought
*Robert Boston, Why the Religious Right Is Wrong
*Richard Dawkins, The God Delusion
*Margaret Knight, ed., Humanist Anthology
*Sam Harris, Letter to a Christian Nation
*Daniel C. Dennett, Breaking the Spell: Religion as a Natural Phenomenon
*Annie L. Gaylor, Women Without Superstition: No Gods—No Masters
*Judith Hayes, In God We Trust: But Which One?
*Barbara Smoker, Humanism
*Tom C. Leedom, The Book Your Church Doesn’t Want You to Read
*William Harwood, A Humanist in the Bible Belt

* Paul Kurtz, ed., Science and Religion
*Edward L. Ericson, The Free Mind through the Ages
Ruth H. Green, The Born Again Skeptic’s Guide to the Bible
Isaac Asimov, Asimov’s Guide to the Bible
Clarence Darrow, Why I Am an Agnostic
Chester Dolan, Religion on Trial
Warren Allen Smith, Who’s Who in Hell
H. G. Baetzhold and J. B. McCullough, eds., The Bible According to Mark Twain
James Randi, Flim-Flam
Bertrand Russell, Why I Am Not a Christian
Dan Barker, Losing Faith in Faith
David Mills, Atheist Universe
Gordon Stein, ed., An Anthology of Atheism and Rationalism

James A. Haught, Holy Hatred
Tom Flynn, ed., The New Encyclopedia of Unbelief 

Sam Harris, The End of Faith
AR Recommended websites:

http://www.secularhumanism.org/ (Council for Secular Humanism)

http://www.jcn.com/humanism.html (Humanism)

http://www.therationalist.net (The American Rationalist)

http://richarddawkins.net/ (Richard Dawkins)

http://www.samharris.org/ (Sam Harris)

http://www.thehumanist.org/ (The Humanist) 
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WEEKLY ASSIGNMENTS
TR 1:30-2:45, MS 403

Prof. Kaz Dziamka

Spring 2009

All references to PH (The Philosophy of Humanism by Corliss Lamont) 

WEEK 1 (1/13,15)

Read PH: Preface, Introduction, Foreword, pp. VII - XXXVI
Additional: Paul Kurtz; Barbara Smoker; Frederick Edwords, “What is Humanism” (online)
A Humanist Perspective: “Cold Turkey” by Kurt Vonnegut (online: In These Times)
WEEK 2 (1/20,22)

Read PH: The Meaning of Humanism, pp. 3-32
Additional: The Affirmations of Humanism: A Statement of Principles (Paul Kurtz, Free Inquiry); the Torcaso v. Watkins 

case, a footnote by Justice Hugo Black

A Humanist Perspective: “The Iroquois Way of Impeachment” by Kaz Dziamka (online: CounterPunch)
WEEK 3 (1/27,29)

Read PH: The Humanist tradition, cont. “Philosophic Forerunners,” pp. 33-52 

Additional: excerpts from Humanist Anthology by Margaret Knight: Confucius, Protagoras, Socrates, Lucretius,

the Riddle of Epicurus, etc.
A Humanist Perspective: “Christmas” by Isaac Asimov (an excerpt from Asimov’s Guide to the Bible)
WEEK 4(2/3,5)

Read PH: The Humanist Tradition, cont., “Religious Roots of Humanism,” pp. 53- 65
Additional: excerpts from Humanist Anthology by Margaret Knight): Voltaire, d’Holbach, Schopenhauer, Shelley, etc.
A Humanist Perspective:  “Sex, Drugs, Disasters and the Extinction of Dinosaurs” by Stephen Jay Gould (online,

originally published in Discover Magazine)
WEEK 5 (2/10,12)

Read PH: The Humanist Tradition, cont., “The Cultural Background,” pp. 65-87
Class handouts (excerpts from 2000 Years of Disbelief by James A. Haught): B. Franklin, T. Jefferson, J. Madison
A Humanist Perspective: “Is There a Better Pledge of Allegiance?” by Ralph Buchsbaum

WEEK 6(2/17,19)

Read PH: This Life Is All and Enough, “The Unity of Body and Personality,” pp. 88-103 
Additional: “A Statement of My Secular Humanist Educational Philosophy” and “Why We Need to Teach Secular 

Humanism” by Kaz Dziamka (online, originally published in Freethought Today)
A Humanist Perspective: “Monotheism and Its Discontents” by Gore Vidal (online)
WEEK 7 (2/24,26)

Read PH: This Life Is All and Enough, cont., “Some Other Considerations” and “The Destiny of Man,” pp. 103-125
Additional: (from The Born Again Skeptic’s Guide to the Bible by Ruth H. Green), “Vulgarity in the Word of God”
A Humanist Perspective: “Memorial Service” by H. L. Mencken (online)
WEEK 8 (3/3,5)

Read PH: Humanism’s Theory of the Universe, “Science and Its Implications,” pp. 126-143
Additional: (from Women Without Superstition by Annie Laurie Gaylor), “Margaret Sanger: ‘Woman of the Century’”
Additional: “The Good Book: Thou Shall Not Kill” by Judith Hayes (including Judith’s list of murders committed by the

God of the Bible) 

Midterm paper due, March 5
WEEK 9 (3/10,12)

Read PH: Humanism’s Theory of the Universe, cont., “The Rejection of Dualism,” “The Universe of Nature,” pp. 143-168
Additional: Robert Ingersoll (from Classics of Free Thought edited by Paul Blanshard) 
A Humanist Perspective: “Psychic Surrender” by M.S. Cain
WEEK 10 (3/17,19)

Read PH: Humanism’s Theory of the Universe, cont., “Contingency, Determinism, and Freedom,” “The Ultimates of 

Existence,” pp. 169-193 
Additional: Mark Twain, Letters from the Earth
A Humanist Perspective: “Life Is to Be Lived Now” by Frederick Edwords (online)
WEEK 11 (3/24,26)

Read PH: Humanism’s Theory of the Universe, cont., “The Appreciation of Nature,” pp. 193-207
Additional: The horrors of the Christian Inquisition: The murder of Giordano Bruno (an excerpt from The Free Mind 

Through the Ages by Edward L. Ericson)
A Humanist Perspective: “Has Religion Been Disproven?” by William Harwood
WEEK 12 (3/31,4/2)

Read PH: Reliance on Reason and Science, “Five Ways of Seeking Knowledge,” and “Modern Scientific Method,”

pp. 208-234 
Additional: Barbara Ehrenreich, “Family Values”
A Humanist Perspective: “Why I Am Not a Christian” by Bertrand Russell (online)
WEEK 13 (4/7,9)

Read PH: Reliance and the Meaning of Truth, cont., “Science and the Meaning of Truth,” pp.  234-247
Additional: Feminism and Religion, selected quotations prepared by Meg Bowman
A Humanist Perspective: “Feminist ‘Salvation’” by Annie Laurie Gaylor
WEEK 14 (4/14,16)

Read PH: The Affirmation of Life, “The Ethics of Humanism” and “The Social Good and Individual Happiness,”

pp. 2248-285
Additional: A panoply of freethought quotations
A Humanist Perspective: “Why I Am an Agnostic” by Clarence Darrow (online)
WEEK 15 (4/21,23)

Read PH: The Affirmation of Life, cont., “Humanism and Democracy,” and “A Humanist Civilization,” pp. 285-309
Additional: Salmon Rushdie, “A Letter to the Six Billionth World Citizen” 
A Humanist Perspective: “Dealing with Dying: Why Bother?” by Tom Flynn, editor of Free Inquiry (online)
MLA research paper, due April 23

WEEK 16 (4/28,30)

Final Exam: one response paper/one quiz, April 28, 1:30-3:30 
Notes:

· Schedule your 15-minute class presentation by the end of Week 8.

· Use Paul Kurtz’ book, The Transcendental Temptation, for your midterm and term papers. (Additional topics available.)

· Talk to me about individual research projects. 
