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THEORY AND METHOD IN THE STUDY OF RELIGION

Dr. Hugh B. Urban

Associate Professor, Department of Comparative Studies

431 Hagerty Hall
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292-9855

office hours: Tues and Thurs 9:30-11 and by appointment

Purpose and Outline of the Course



What is religion? Is it a psychological projection? A social construction? A political maneuver? Or a genuine encounter with the Sacred?   Is religion common to and similar among all human beings everywhere in all historical periods?  Or is it radically different in different cultures and different historical contexts? Why is religion so often tied to violence, political conflict and bloodshed? And what is the role of religion in our own increasingly globalized, interconnected but often violent world at the dawn of the new millennium?


This course will engage in a critical examination of all of these questions through close readings of the most important methods and theories for the contemporary study of religion. We will begin by asking the basic questions of “what is (and isn't) religion?” and “how do we go about studying it?” using as our test case the controversial  Aum Shinrikyo movement. We will then examine a series of different approaches to religion, including Marxism, psychoanalysis, sociology, anthropology, feminism, post-colonial theory and cognitive science. Finally, we will conclude with the question of what role religion has to play today in the context of transnationalism,  globalization and the war on terrorism. 

REQUIREMENTS AND EVALUATIONS


Evaluations will be based on four things:

1. Attendance and Participation (30% of final grade). This means: 


a) attendance to all classes and vigorous participation in class discussions. More 

than two unexcused absences will result in a lower grade

b) posting at least one comment per week on our Carmen web-site based on the 

week’s readings and discussions

2. One in–class presentation (10% of final grade):  Each student will sign up to do a 

short (10 minute) in-class presentation in which he or she gives a concrete example of a religious text, myth, ritual or person and how it could be interpreted using the theory discussed that day.  These may be done individually or in small groups. 

3. Three Short Written Papers (4-6 pages) on assigned topics (45% of final grade)

4. One field observation paper (4- 6 pages) based on a visit to a religious community in the 

Columbus area and an analysis of that community using at least two theories discussed in class (15% of final grade).

Extra Credit options: 

a) Students may either write a short paper on or orally present another approach or 

theorist not covered in the syllabus 

b) Students may do an extra field-observation paper 

c) students may do an additional in-class presentation

READINGS

Required Texts,

available at SBX Bookstore and on reserve at Sullivant library

Mircea Eliade, The Myth of the Eternal Return: Cosmos and History. 

Bruce Lincoln, Holy Terrors: Thinking about Religion after September 11. 

Richard King, Orientalism and Religion: Postcolonial Theory, India and the Mystic East
Readings on our Carmen web-site:

There are also a number of short articles and chapters on the contents section of our Carmen site.  Log-in at: www.carmen.osu.edu

STUDENT RIGHTS AND CONDUCT


Any student with a documented disability who may require special accommodations should identify him or herself to the instructor as early in the quarter as possible to receive effective and timely accommodations. You may also wish to contact the Office for Disability Services (150 Pomerene Hall, 292-3307). 


Students are expected to know and understand the rules regarding academic misconduct, particularly the rules regarding plagiarism, as stated in the University's Code of Student Conduct. All cases of plagiarism will be treated very seriously according to the University's guidelines. 

SYLLABUS


 WEEK I.  WHAT IS THE COMPARATIVE STUDY OF RELIGION? And why bother?

March 27. Introduction: “Imagining Religion”


Read in class: Smith, Introduction to Imagining Religion



“Aum Shrinkyo,” on-line at: 

http://religiousmovements.lib.virginia.edu/nrms/aums.html
March 29 Mircea Eliade and the Chicago School of History of Religions



Read: Eliade, The Myth of the Eternal Return, pp. 3-92

WEEK II. THE ELIADE CONTROVERSY and the Chicago School after Eliade

April 3. Eliade and his Critics



Read: Eliade, The Myth of the Eternal Return, pp. 95-162




Strenski, “Eliade and Myth in Twentieth Century Romania” (on Carmen)




Recommended: Rennie, “Eliade’s Political Involvement” (on Carmen)

April 5. The Chicago School today: Doniger and Smith



Read: Doniger, Other People’s Myths (on Carmen)




Braverman, “The Interpretation of the Gods” (on Carmen)




Smith, “The Devil in Mr. Jones” (on Carmen)

WEEK III. MARXISM AND RELIGION

April 10 Marxism and Neo-Marxism



Read: Marx, “Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right” (on 

Carmen)




Lincoln, “Theses on History” (on Carmen)




Lincoln, Holy Terrors, pp. 9-50

April 12 Neo-Marxism, cont. 



Read: Lincoln, Holy Terrors, pp.51-92



Recommended: Lincoln, “Religion, Oil and a Bit of Politics” (on Carmen)

* * * * NOTE: First Paper Due April 17 * * * * *

WEEK IV. PSYCHOLOGY AND RELIGION

April 17 Freud and the Psychoanalytic Approach to Religion



Read: Freud, “The Future of an Illusion” (on Carmen)




Bell, Holy Anorexia (on Carmen)
April 19 Vishnu on Freud’s Desk: Psychological Approaches to Hinduism



Read: Doniger, ‘When a Lingam is Just a Good Cigar” (on Carmen)




Courtright, “Fathers and Sons” (on Carmen)

WEEK V. SOCIOLOGY OF RELIGION

April 24. Emile Durkheim and the Sociology of Religion



Read: Durkheim, Elementary forms of the Religious Life (on Carmen)




Pals, “Emile Durkheim” (on Carmen)



April 26. Civil Religion in the United States



Read: Marvin and Ingle, Blood Sacrifice and the Nation (on Carmen)

WEEK VI. ANTHROPOLOGY OF RELIGION

May 1. Cultural Anthropology: Clifford  Geertz and Talal Assad


Read: Geertz, “Religion as a Cultural System” (on Carmen)



Assad, Genealogies of Religion (on Carmen)

May 3. Victor Turner and Ritual Studies


Read: Turner, The Ritual Process (on Carmen) 

Pike, “Driving into Faerie”  (on Carmen)

Marriott, “The Feast of Love” (on Carmen)

* * * * * NOTE: Second Paper Due May 8 * * * * *

WEEK VII. FEMINISM AND RELIGION

May 8. Gender and Women’s Power in Medieval Christianity



Read: Gross, Feminism and Religion  (on Carmen)

Bynum, Holy Feast and Holy Fast (on Carmen)

May 10. Is the Goddess a Feminist?


Read: Erndl, “Is Shakti Empowering for Women?”



Gross, “Is the Goddess a Feminist?”



Menon and Shweder, “Power in its Place”

WEEK VIII. FOUCAULT AND RELIGION

May 15 The Body, Sexuality and Religion


Read: Deal and Beal, Theory for Religious Studies (on Carmen)

Foucault, “Sexuality and Power” (on Carmen)



Foucault, “Technologies of the Self” (on Carmen)

May 17 A Foucaultian Approach to Hindu Tantra


Read: Urban, “The Extreme Orient” (on Carmen)



Urban, “The Path of Power”  (on Carmen)

WEEK IX. POSTCOLONIAL THEORY AND RELIGION

May 22. Orientalism, Colonialism and the Study of Religion

Read: King, Orientalism and Religion, pp. 1-60, 82-95

May 24. Religion, Mysticism and the “Invention” of Hinduism


Read: King, Orientalism and Religion, pp.96-142, 187-218

WEEK X. COGNITIVE SCIENCE OF RELIGION

May 29. Cognitive Science: The Next Wave in Religious Studies?


Read: Robin Henig, “Darwin’s God” on-line at: 

http://www.nytimes.com/pages/magazine/index.html
Boyer, “Why is Religion Natural?” on-line at: 

http://www.csicop.org/si/2004-03/religion.html


Boyer, Religion Explained (on Carmen)



May 31. Conclusion: Which Approaches Work in which Contexts?

* * * * * NOTE: Third Paper  and Field Observation Paper Due June 6 * * * * *

Additional Recommended Readings 

on Religion and Religious Studies Theory

Anderson, Pamela Sue and Beverly Clack, eds.. Feminist Philosophy of Religion: Critical Readings. 

New York, 2003. 

Barnhill, David Landis and Roger S. Gottlieb. Deep Ecology and World Religions: New Essays on 

Sacred Ground. Albany: SUNY, 2001. 

Bataille, Georges, Theory of Religion. New York: Zone, 1989.  

Bell, Catherine, Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice. New York: Oxford University Press, 1992.  

Bourdieu, Pierre. The Logic of Practice. Stanford: Standford University Press, 1980. 

Boyer, Pascal. Religion Explained: The Evolutionary Origins of Religions Thought. New York, 2001.

Bryden, Mary, ed. Deleuze and Religion. New York: Routledge, 2001. 

Carrette, Jeremy R. Foucault and Religion. New York: Routledge, 2000. 
Castelli, Elizabeth A. Women, Gender, Religion. London: Palgrave, 2001. 

Dawson, Lorne, ed. Religion Online: Finding Faith on the Internet. New York: Routledge, 2004. 

Deal, William and Timothy J. Beal, Theory for Religious Studies. New York: Routledge, 2004. 

Doniger, Wendy. The Implied Spider: Politics and Theology in Myth. New York, 1998. 

Foucault, Michel. Religion and Culture. New York: Routledge, 1999. 

Gross, Rita M. and Rosemary Radford Ruether. Religious Feminism and the Future of the Planet: A 

Buddhist-Christian Dialogue. New York: Continuum, 2001. 

Heelas, Paul, ed. Religion, Modernity and Postmodernity. Oxford: Blackwell, 1998. 

Jantzen, Grace. Power, Gender and Christian Mysticism. Cambridge University Press, 1995. 

Jones, Lindsay,ed. Encyclopedia of Religion. New York: MacMillan, 2005. 

Juschka, Darlene, ed. Feminism in the Study of Religion. New York, 2001.  

King, Ursula, ed. Religion and Gender. Oxford, 1995. 

Kripal, Jeffrey J. Roads of Excess, Palaces of Wisdom: Eroticism and Reflexivity in the Study of 

Mysticism. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001. 

Kunin, Seth, ed. Theories of Religion: A Reader. New York: Routledge, 2006. 

Lincoln, Bruce, Theorizing Myth. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999. 

_____, Discourse and the Construction of Society: Comparative Studies in Myth, Ritual and 

Classification. Oxford University Press, 1989.  

Masuzawa, Tomoko. The Invention of World Religions, or How European Universalism was 

Preserved in the Language of Pluralism. University of Chicago Press, 2005. 

McCutcheon, Russell T. Manufacturing Religion: The Discourse of Sui Generis Religion and the 

Politics of Nostalgia.  New York: Oxford University Press, 1997.  

Pals, Daniel, Eight Theories of Religion. New York: Oxford, 2006. 

Pyysianinen, Ikka and Veikko Anttonen, eds. Current Approaches in the Cognitive Science of 

Religion. New York: Continuum, 2002. 

Rennie, Bryan, ed. Changing Religious Worlds: The Meaning and End of Mircea Eliade. Albany: 

SUNY, 2001.

Sharpe, Eric. Comparative Religion, A History. London: Duckworth, 1979.
Slone, D. Jason. Religion and Cognition: A Reader. Equinox, 2006.

Smith, Jonathan Z. Relating Religion: Essays in the Study of Religion. Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 2004. 

Simmel, Georg. Sociology of Religion. New York, 1959. 

Strenski, Ivan. Four Theories of Myth in the Twentieth Century: Cassirer, Eliade, Levi-Strauss and 

Malinowksi. New York: MacMillan, 1987.
Urban, Hugh B. Tantra: Sex, Secrecy, Politics and Power in the Study of Religion. University of 

California Press, 2003. 

Wasserstrom, Steven M.  Religion after Religion: Gershom Scholem, Mircea Eliade and Henry Corbin at 

Eranos. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999. 

Wilson, David Slone. Darwin’s Cathedral: Evolution, Religion and the Nature of Society. Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2002.
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