The following was my original proposal:

Peter Heinegg - Course Proposal

   I would like to spend time reading and preparing to offer a First Year Preceptorial 

course on secular humanism--two courses actually, a one-term version for regular

FYP students and a second, two-term course for Honors students. Some of the themes developed in the course(s) might also be presented in a program of discussions at Orange House, with which I'm associated and which recently ran a successful series of student "town meetings" on religion. 

   My past experience in this area includes many years of teaching "Humanities III: Enlightenment and Romanticism," which I gave as a sort of popular survey of modern philosophers and philosophes, from Descartes and Rousseau to Goethe and Nietzsche, and "Radical Thinkers," a Freshman Preceptorial covering major 20th century (mostly) writers, whose approaches to various crucial ethical issues challenge--and often try to overturn--conventional ideas.

   Now I would like to come up with a wide-ranging syllabus to introduce freshmen to secular humanism, a body of thought perhaps better known these days as a vague object of conservative vilification than as the coherent and profound vision of the world it really is.  I think I'd first like to refresh my own historical perspective by reading works like Jacques Barzun's From Dawn to Decadence and Peter Gay's The Enlightenment: The Rise of Modern Paganism (read long ago and now, alas,mostly forgotten). Then I'd review a number of the books I've used, but not taught for some years, with an eye to their viability in a freshman course (e.g., Kant's Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, which sometimes worked and sometimes didn't; J.S. Mill's On Liberty and The Subjection of Women--the old question being,  is Mill too dry?;  and the rest of the usual suspects--Montaigne, Francis Bacon, Voltaire, Hume, Marx,William James, Freud, Sartre, Camus, Peter Singer, etc. Finally, I'd look into ways to connect secular humanism to the contemporary American scene, perhaps by highlighting the culture wars between fundamentalists and civil libertarians (including the work of left-wing satirists, cartoonists, and comedians) . Thanks to the Internet,  up-to-the-minute responding to present-day issues is possible in hitherto undreamt-of ways.

    So, in a word, since the modern university is, for all practical purposes, based

on secular humanism, shouldn't students know something about their own foundations--and shouldn't faculty refine their skills in guiding those students

through those foundations? The supreme issue is always, as the 19th century Russians kept insisting, "What, then, shall we do?"

________________________________________________________

Answer to questions:

1. The reading list I finally chose began with Kant's "What is Enlightenment?"

which set the tone for the course, i.e., the need to "dare to know," to make autonomous, not heteronomous moral choices. From Kant we went back to read Ecclesiastes (radical dissent within the Bible), Lucretius (mortalism, as presented in Book III of "De Rerum Natura"), a selection from Montaigne's essays (skepticism, individualism, reliance on  experience), Hume (various pieces on religion), J.S. Mill ("On Liberty," "The Subjection of Women," "Writings on Socialism"), William James ("Pragmatism" etc.), and Peter Singer ("Practical Ethics"). The idea was to introduce students to secular humanism as a coherent, long-standing tradition, especially in its modern Anglo-Saxon mode, with an emphasis on pragmatic - utilitarian-consequentialist ethics as a valid way of thinking and behaving today. I joined my authors in attacking the religious orthodoxy of their time, but repeatedly reminded my students that they were free to disagree with the readings, even as I tried to point out the problems created by, for instance, rejecting deontology.

I supplemented the readings with various provocative (I hoped) handouts, mostly offprints of my own work.

2. The main challenge was getting the students to think about abstract or complicated philosophical issues, which most had never done before. They

were largely content to continue in their unexamined, of not exactly dogmatic, slumber. 

3. The class I had (winter blues?) was often reluctant to wrestle with the readings, for example, Hume's "Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion." They could be made to  follow Hume's reasoning on the flaws in final causality, the argument from design, etc.; but they had a problem understanding why any of that mattered. They likewise failed to appreciate--I failed to make most of them appreciate--the importance of epistemology (William James's, say) in making ethical judgments. On the other hand, they responded well to Peter Singer's often radical views.

4. Despite the difficulties, I'm going to use an amended version of my reading list for future versions of the Preceptorial, which I generally give twice a year. I'll drop the Ecclesiastes, Lucretius, and Montaigne readings (M. is too quirky, unsystematic, and "middle-aged" for freshmen), substituting R. J. Hollingdale's "Nietzsche Reader" and Freud's "Civilization and Its Discontents" I'll probably cut back on the William James section--students have no idea of why anyone should care about monism vs. pluralism, etc. To be frank, I think this stuff needs to be taught; and if students crack a few teeth in the process, too bad--or so much the better.

5. I'm not sure what I learned from the Ethics Across the Curriculum initiative, since I've been doing this sort of thing all my academic life. I found the group discussions interesting, though disappointing in the sense that the ethical issues discussed never moved beyond the usual anthropocentric territory. What about animals and the environment? I made a point to criticize that bias in my classes, with help from Montaigne and Singer.

6. I don't know if I have any useful advice. I'd just like to applaud the Initiative's effort to try and clear up the dreadfully sloppy thinking of our charges.

                                                         Peter Heinegg

