
   

  
Course Outline  

16 July 2019  

PHIL318-19S2 

Philosophy of Religion: 
Rationality, Science, and the 
God Hypothesis  

Lecturer and course coordinator: 
Professor Diane Proudfoot. 
Email diane. 

 
   

 

What’s this course about? 

The philosophy of religion asks the ‘big’ questions. Why does the universe exist, rather than 
nothing at all? Does life imply a designer? Is a person a non-physical soul or only a neural net 
encased in a skull? Can I survive my death or is belief in an afterlife a trick of evolution? Isn’t all 
the suffering in the world evidence against the hypothesis of a benevolent God? Can human beings 
tell what is morally right and wrong, or do we need a ‘God's-eye-view’? Is there one and only one 
true religion? What is ‘faith’ and what is ‘reason’—and who decides? 

Why take the course?  

Why study philosophy? Not only is philosophy one of the most interesting and challenging subjects, 
it teaches skills that employers want: thinking outside the box, logic, ethics, and excellent writing 
and communication skills.  

Why study the philosophy of religion? This field is both one of the most traditional and one of the most 
vibrant modern areas of philosophy—see what Diane thinks about new developments in 
philosophy of religion, and also why the subject is important. We all know the political problems 
that religions create—find out the philosophical problems. 

The aim of this course is that you will: 

1. Understand and analyse central problems in the philosophy of religion and in the 
‘science vs religion’ debate 

2. Defend a position rigorously by means of logical argument 
3. Construct a research plan 
4. Think independently and creatively 
5. Question assumptions and theories  
6. Search for different theoretical approaches 
7. Communicate effectively and unambiguously, both orally and in written reports 
8. Become skilled in using digital sources and systems for research 

  



PHIL318 Philosophy of Religion: Rationality, Science, and the God Hypothesis 

People, places, times 

Course Coordinator & Lecturer 
Diane Proudfoot. Professor of Philosophy. Email Diane with any questions. Inform Diane early 
about any difficulties you are experiencing—the goal is to make Philosophy courses enjoyable for 
everyone. Office hours (semester 1): Friday 12-1.30pm in Karl Popper 601a. 
 
Online Marker (for the first essay only) 
TBA.  

Class times 
Classes are Monday 12-2pm in A6 and Tuesday 1-2pm in Karl Popper 612. Tutorials are 
Thursday 1-2 or Friday 11-12 in Karl Popper 612. Tutorials begin on 25 July. Feel free to go to 

one tut, both tuts, or neither.  

Research seminar (Tuesday 1-2pm) topics: 
Week 1   Intro to the course and background to the books (Tuesday 16 July) 
Week 2   Science and Religion - Are They Compatible? Chapter 1 (Tuesday 23 July)  

Week 3   Science and Religion - Are They Compatible? Chapter 2 (Tuesday 30 July) 
Week 4   Science and Religion - Are They Compatible? Chapter 3 (Tuesday 6 August) 
Week 5   Science and Religion - Are They Compatible? Chapter 4 (Tuesday 13 August) 
Week 6   Science and Religion - Are They Compatible? Chapter 5-6 (Tuesday 20 August) 
Week 7   The Meaning of Belief Chapter 1 (Tuesday 10 September) 
Week 8   The Meaning of Belief? Chapter 2 (Tuesday 17 September)  
Week 9   The Meaning of Belief Chapter 3 (Tuesday 24 September)  
Week 10   The Meaning of Belief Chapter 4 (Tuesday 1 October) 
Week 11  The Meaning of Belief Chapter 5 (Tuesday 8 October) 

Week 12  A Letter concerning Toleration (Tuesday 15 October) 
 

 
Textbook 
The text is Peterson, Hasker, Reichenbach, and Basinger, Reason and Religious Belief: An Introduction 
to the Philosophy of Religion, 5th edition (Oxford Univ. Press, 2012). This book is a very helpful guide 
to the subject. Copies are available in UBS and there will be a copy on 1-day loan in the High 
Demand Collection in the Central Library.  

For the Tuesday seminar, the texts are: Dennett, D. & Plantinga, A., Science and Religion - Are They 
Compatible? (Oxford UP, 2010) and Crane, T. The Meaning of Belief (Harvard UP, 2017). Both are 
available on 1-day loan in the High Demand Collection in the Central Library. For Week 12, the 
text is John Locke’s A Letter concerning Toleration (1689).  

You can find Jonathan Bennett’s edition Locke’s Letter this at 
https://www.earlymoderntexts.com/assets/pdfs/locke1689b.pdf 
 

Learn site 
Almost everything you need to know about the course is in the Learn PHIL229/318 website. We 
guide you through the topics, in each case starting with user-friendly resources and tasks and 
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moving to more challenging reading. Upload your essays in Learn and receive feedback 
electronically in Learn too—there is very little paper in this course. 

What do you have to do? 

• Participate in the Tuesday research seminar. This is worth up to 5% of the overall grade 

for the course. I will take a register at each class, and check participation. Participate in 50% 
or more classes and you collect the full 5%; participate in 25% or more classes and you 
collect 2.5%. [What is not participation? Being absent or asleep, and being focused on phone, 
tablet, or laptop. If you find talking in class difficult, email me about the topics to count for 
participation. If you have an unavoidable course clash, let me know.] 

• Write an ESSAY on one of the topics covered in the course of the semester, maximum word 
length 1500 words (excluding notes and bibliography), due date Friday 23 August. This 
essay is worth 25% of the overall grade for the course. Essay questions and reading will be 

posted on the ESSAYS page in Learn; the essay is to be submitted electronically through 
Learn. The essays are submitted via the Turnitin program—this gives you the opportunity 
to check your assignment for any improper referencing before actually uploading it for 
assessment. 

• PRESENT, with another student, and LEAD DISCUSSION in a Tuesday research 
seminar (each student is responsible for 20 minutes of the class; when discussion occurs is 

up to you). Your (joint) presentation should address the aims and arguments, and the 
importance within the book, of a chapter of Science and Religion: Are they Compatible? (Daniel 
Dennett and Alvin Plantinga) or of The Meaning of Belief (Tim Crane). You must be able to 
analyse and critique (or defend) these arguments.  Sign up for one of these research seminars 
by 5pm on Tuesday 23 July, and earlier if you wish to ensure your chosen book/chapter. 

This is worth 20% of the overall grade for the course. (If you have serious difficulties with 

presenting, talk to Diane about alternative assessment.) 
• Write a RESEARCH ESSAY on one or both of Science and Religion: Are they 

Compatible? and The Meaning of Belief, at most 3,000 words (excluding notes and 
bibliography), due date Friday 18 October. This is worth 50% of the overall grade for the 
course. The Research Essay is to be submitted electronically through Learn. 

• If (and only if) you email me by the day before the due date of the essay and attach that 

email to the file of your submitted essay, you automatically get an extension of 5 working 
days. (So the essay due on 23 August would be due on 30 August, and the essay on 18 

October on 25 October.) If you fail to meet the second due date, there is an automatic 

penalty of 2% per day. (Extensions for exceptional circumstances are a different matter: see 
Small Print.)   

Small print  

Course credit 30 points, 0.2500 EFTS 

Prerequisites 45 points in PHIL, at least 30 at 200 level.  

Students with Disabilities Students with disabilities should speak to someone at the Disability 
Resource Service as soon as possible: ext. 93334 or email disabilities@canterbury.ac.nz. There are 
a variety of services available, including notetakers and voice recognition software. For further 
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information see http://www.canterbury.ac.nz/disability/index.shtml. Also, inform Diane early 
about any difficulties you are experiencing—the goal is to make this course enjoyable for everyone. 

Academic Skills Centre If you wish additional advice and one-to-one tuition in writing, contact this 
centre: direct dial 369 3900 or email academicskills@canterbury.ac.nz. For further information see 
http://www.lps.canterbury.ac.nz/lsc/. Contact the Centre early, not when your essay is due! And 
email or speak to Diane. Ask for help, we’re here to provide it. 

Extensions Extensions on assignments will be granted only on medical or compassionate grounds. 
Other than in exceptional circumstances, the extension must be sought before the due date.  

Plagiarism and Other Forms of Dishonest Practice Plagiarism occurs when you copy the wording of 
an article, a book, or an online source into an assignment without including the copied text in 
quotation marks and without sufficient acknowledgement of the source for the quotation. Minor 
variations to the wording of the original are not sufficient to avoid the charge of plagiarism. 
Plagiarism is regarded very seriously in the University, and may result in disciplinary action. Any 
essay in which significant plagiarism occurs will not be given a passing grade.  If a substantial 
proportion of the essay is plagiarized, it will receive a zero grade. In addition, if you have already 
written an essay on any of the topics, be careful not to plagiarize yourself! (You cannot submit the 
same work more than once for credit.) The Philosophy Department’s policy is as follows: 

Under no circumstances may you copy the words of an article or book or online source 
without acknowledging it as a quotation. Nor may you copy or borrow extensively from 
the essays of other students, or have any other person write an essay for you. Be aware that 
we view these forms of cheating very seriously, and that we regularly take steps to detect 
plagiarism in work submitted by students. If we find that that you have engaged in dishonest 
practice, you may be subject to disciplinary action. Penalties range from a failing grade on 
the specific item of assessment or the course as a whole to expulsion from the university. 

If you have any doubts concerning what constitutes plagiarism or inadequate referencing in a blog 
or writing assignment, contact Diane before submitting your assignment! The onus is on you to 
check your approach with Diane or the Academic Skills Centre. 

Grades The University of Canterbury uses this scale to relate letter grades to numerical marks and 
GPAs: 

Grade A + A A - B + B B - C + C C- D E 

Marks 90-
100 

85-89 80-84 75-79 70-74 65-69 60-64 55-
59 

50-
54 

40-
49 

0-
39 

GPA 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 0 -1 

Any grade over 50 is a pass.  

Special consideration (The Special Consideration process replaces the University processes for 
Aegrotats, Backdated Discontinuation, and Special Passes.) If you feel that illness, injury, 
bereavement, or other critical circumstance has prevented you from completing an item of 
assessment or affected your performance, you can apply for special consideration of your 
circumstances—within 5 days of the deadline for the item of assessment. You can also apply for 
special consideration to enable you to discontinue (with fees refund) from the course. To find out 
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about the Special Consideration process, and how to apply, go to 
http://www.canterbury.ac.nz/exams/special-consideration.shtml. For further information email 
specialconsideration@canterbury.ac.nz. 

Reconsideration of grades Talk to Diane or the marker when you receive your marked assignment, 
if you wish, to explain the reasoning behind the grade or comments. If you are unhappy with the 
result of your final course grade, you may formally appeal against that result; for further 
information see http://www.canterbury.ac.nz/exams/results.shtml. Be aware that there are time 
limits—act quickly.  

Student Representative We will ask for a volunteer student representative at the start of the semester. 
Further information on class reps is available here: http://ucsa.org.nz/support/. You can speak 
to the class rep about general issues to do with the course and the rep will then report these issues 
to us. 

Majors and stuff 

More about Philosophy 

At UC you can do either a BA or a BSc in Philosophy, or combine a Philosophy major with the 
LLB, BCom, or another degree. UC Philosophy is unique in New Zealand universities: we are the 
only department that offers a BSc in Philosophy. This is due to our distinguished tradition of world-
class logicians and scientifically-oriented philosophy. One of the first philosophers employed at 
UC was the celebrated philosopher of science Sir Karl Popper—he wrote his most famous book at 
UC, The Open Society and its Enemies. Your Tuesday class and your tutorial are in a building named 
after him! 

Majoring in Philosophy 

BA or BSc students who major in Philosophy must normally take at least two 100-level PHIL 
courses, plus at least three 200-level PHIL courses (including PHIL233 Epistemology and 

Metaphysics), plus at least 60 points from 300-level courses (including at least one of Phil305 
Paradoxes, Phil310 Early Modern Philosophy, Phil311 Meaning, Mind, and the Nature of 
Philosophy, and Phil317 Contemporary Political Philosophy). For more information see the BA 
regulations or the BSc regulations, or consult the Philosophy undergraduate coordinator, Dr 
Carolyn Mason.  


