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Course Overview 

In this course, we will be exploring geneaologies of the concept of “religion” and 

the roles of discipline and power in the field of religious studies. In particular, we 

will be considering the relationship between disparate definitions of “religion” and 

the various methods of discipline and forms of power that get deployed when we 

categorize something as “religion” or “religious.” Indeed, what is and is not 

deemed a “religion” or “religious” is a serious socio-political question with 

significant consequences nationally, internationally, and transnationally.   

By studying the nature of the field of religious studies and the ways in which 

scholars have defined “religion,” we can better understand the relationship 

between power and scholarship, discipline and education.  This approach 

destabilizes the category of religion as ever having been a neutral or natural 

category.  Instead, what we call “religion” is always a product of how we have 

been disciplined and what our location is in dynamics of power. Further, the 

project of defining “religion” is very much entangled with our attitudes 

concerning race, gender, sexuality, and class.  As a result, we cannot attend to 

intersecting identity categories of either individuals or communities without 

having some understanding of how these categories engage with different 

definitions of religion. 

Objectives 

Throughout the course of the semester, we will consider, question, and critique 

some of the most fundamental organizing principles of the academic study of 

religion.  The field of religious studies both shapes and is shaped by its socio-

political context.  This course is designed to allow you to explore this relationship 

so that you can better understand how and why definitions of religion are never 

objective or value-neutral.  Indeed, our definitions of religion are powerful 

disciplinary tools that work to establish who does and does not have religion and 

the various privileges (or lack thereof) this designation entails.   

Requirements 

This course will be highly collaborative and discussion based. In order to facilitate 

discussion, you will be assigned and assessed on the following: 

 Class Preparation: You will write a total of (8) two-page summary-analysis 

papers within which you will craft a thesis, briefly summarize, and carefully 
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analyze how one of our assigned texts defines “religion” and/or “religious 

studies.” You can only write ONCE on any particular text.  Each paper is due 

on the day (or on one of the days) the text is being discussed in class. 

Percentage of Grade: 60% 

 Class Participation: You will be expected to engage with texts, lecture material, 

and each other during every class period.  To actively participate in class, you 

will be expected to have read the assigned text and will have a copy of the text 

at your disposal during each class meeting.  You are permitted to miss (3) 

class periods throughout the semester with no penalty; further absences may 

directly impact your participation points.  Percentage of Grade:  20% 

 Group Presentation: You, as part of a group, will offer a mini-seminar to your 

colleagues on a keyword of your choice.  Your keyword should reflect a core 

concept in the field of religious studies.  You will be responsible for 1) 

identifying and researching a keyword, 2) presenting your findings to the 

class, including a clear definition of your keyword, and 3) preparing and 

leading the class through 2-3 discussion questions that connect your keyword 

back to assigned course material. Percentage of Grade: 20% 

Materials Needed  

Some of the assigned readings for this class will be available to you digitally 

through the course management system. 

In addition, you will need to purchase the following books (which you can find in 

many bookstores and online—used, new, or digital). 

David Chidester, Savage Systems: Colonialism and Comparative Religion in 

Southern Africa 

Tomoko Masuzawa, The Invention of World Religions; Or, How European 

Universalism Was Preserved in the Language of Pluralism 

Russell T. McCutcheon, Manufacturing Religion: The Discourse on Sui Generis 

Religion and the Politics of Nostalgia  

Brent Nongbri, Before Religion: A History of a Modern Concept.    

Course Schedule 

Week Subject Reading Assignment 

Week 1 Theory Bootcamp January 17: No Class 

January 19:  Kyla Wazana 

Tompkins, “Notes on How to Ask 
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a Good Question about Theory 

That Will Promote Conversation 

and Further Discussion from Your 

Colleagues” 

January 21: Jonathan Z. Smith, 

“Map is Not Territory” 

Week 2 Theory Bootcamp January 24:  Bernhard Siegert, 

“The Map is the Territory” 

January 26:  Jonathan Z. Smith, 

“Religion, Religions, Religious” 

January 28:  Bruce Lincoln, 

“Theses on Method”  

Week 3 Science 

 

Philosophy 

 

Psychology 

January 31:   Max Muller, 

Introduction to the Science of 

Religion 

February 2: William James, The 

Varieties of Religious Experience 

February 4:   Sigmund Freud, 

Totem and Taboo 

Week 4 Sociology 

 

Phenomenology 

 

Theology 

February 7:   Emile Durkheim, 

The Elementary Forms of 

Religious Life 

February 9:   Mircea Eliade, The 

Sacred and the Profane 

February 11:   Paul Tillich, The 

Courage to Be 

Week 5 Before Religion February 14: Brent Nongbri, 

Before Religion, 1-24 

February 16:   Brent Nongbri, 

Before Religion, 25-64 

February 18:  Brent Nongbri, 

Before Religion, 65-84 

Week 6 Before Religion  February 21:   Brent Nongbri, 

Before Religion, 85-105 

February 23: Brent Nongbri, 

Before Religion, 106-131   

February 25: Brent Nongbri, 

Before Religion, 132-160 
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Week 7 Manufacturing Religions February 28: Russell T. 

McCutcheon, Manufacturing 

Religion, vii-26 

March 2:  Russell T. McCutcheon, 

Manufacturing Religion, 27-50 

March 4:   Russell T. 

McCutcheon, Manufacturing 

Religion, 51-100 

Week 8 Spring Break March 7: No Class 

March 9:  No Class 

March 11: No Class 

Week 9 Manufacturing Religion March 14:   Russell T. 

McCutcheon, Manufacturing 

Religion, 101-157 

March 16:   Russell T. 

McCutcheon, Manufacturing 

Religion, 158-191 

March 18:   Russell T. 

McCutcheon, Manufacturing 

Religion, 192-213 

Week 10 Inventing World Religions March 21: Tomoko Masuzawa, 

The Invention of World Religions, 

ix-33 

March 23:  Tomoko Masuzawa, 

The Invention of World Religions, 

37-104 

March 25:  Tomoko Masuzawa, 

The Invention of World Religions, 

107-146 

Week 11 Inventing World Religions March 28:   Tomoko Masuzawa, 

The Invention of World Religions, 

147-178 

March 30:  Tomoko Masuzawa, 

The Invention of World Religions, 

179-256 

April 1:   Tomoko Masuzawa, The 

Invention of World Religions, 259-

328 



Spring 2022 Page 5 

 

Policies  

EMAIL:  I encourage you to contact me via email with questions or concerns about class.  During the week, I will 

respond within 24 hours.  Please do not, however, direct questions to me that can easily be answered by 

consulting the syllabus. 

FEEDBACK:  I am happy to work with you on your assignments during office hours or by appointment.  I will 

not read drafts of papers or provide feedback, however, through email. 

LATE WORK:  Late work should not be a problem in this class.  You will turn in all summary-analysis papers on 

the day we discuss the text you analyzed.  For the final presentations, you and your group will sign up for a 

presentation time that works with your schedule.  Barring truly extenuating circumstances, no extensions will be 

given. 

Students with Disabilities 

Week 12 Colonizing Religion April 4:   David Chidester, Savage 

Systems, xi-29 

April 6:   David Chidester, Savage 

Systems, 30-72 

April 8:   David Chidester, Savage 

Systems, 73-115 

Week 13 Colonizing Religion April 11:   David Chidester, 

Savage Systems, 116-172 

April 13:   David Chidester, 

Savage Systems, 173-218 

April 15:   David Chidester, 

Savage Systems, 219-266 

Week 14 Study Hall April 18: No Class 

April 20: No Class 

April 22: No Class.  Consider 

doing something to honor Earth 

Day. 

Week 15 Presentations April 25: Presentations 

April 27: Presentations 

April 29: Presentations 

Week 16 Presentations May 2: Presentations 

May 4: Presentations 

May 6: No Class 
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Virginia Tech welcomes students with disabilities into the University’s educational programs. The University 

promotes efforts to provide equal access and a culture of inclusion without altering the essential elements of 

coursework. If you anticipate or experience academic barriers that may be due to disability, including but not 

limited to ADHD, chronic or temporary medical conditions, deaf or hard of hearing, learning disability, mental 

health, or vision impairment, please contact the Services for Students with Disabilities (SSD) office (540-231-

3788, ssd@vt.edu, or visit www.ssd.vt.edu). If you have an SSD accommodation letter, please meet with me 

privately during office hours as early in the semester as possible to deliver your letter and discuss your 

accommodations. You must give me reasonable notice to implement your accommodations, which is generally 5 

business days and 10 business days for final exams. 

Undergraduate Honor Code 

The Undergraduate Honor Code pledge that each member of the university community agrees to abide by states:  

“As a Hokie, I will conduct myself with honor and integrity at all times.  I will not lie, cheat, or steal, nor will I 

accept the actions of those who do.” 

Students enrolled in this course are responsible for abiding by the Honor Code. A student who has doubts about 

how the Honor Code applies to any assignment is responsible for obtaining specific guidance from the course 

instructor before submitting the assignment for evaluation. Ignorance of the rules does not exclude any member of 

the University community from the requirements and expectations of the Honor Code.   
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