STSS 4961 RELIGION AND SOCIETY 
SYLLABUS
Lecturer: Ronald Helfrich

Office: Russell Sage Lab 5408
Office hours: by appointment
e-mail: helfrr@rpi.edu or rh962349@albany.edu or ronhelf@gmail.com
Class Meetings: Monday and Thursday, 2 pm to 3:50 pm, LOW 4034
Science and Technology Studies 4961, Religion and Society, will be divided into three general sections. Part 1 will explore how academics and intellectuals have defined, conceptualized, and analysed this thing we call “religion”. Part 2 will explore several types of world religions. Part 3 will consist of a series of case studies exploring interactions between society, culture, and religion.
About this class…

As you will see I do not make attendance mandatory for this class. You don’t have to come to class if you don’t want to. I post all the lectures online so you will be able to find them there (www.albany.edu/~rh962349 and classron.pbwiki.com). There is a downside to not coming to class, however. The main one is that you attendance and participation is 20% of your grade.
A brief word about the class. You are responsible for everything in the lectures. I will not be reading the lectures in class. Class instead will be oriented toward discussion and will be rather like a massive tutorial. You should, thus, read the relevant lectures before you come to class and be able to contribute to our discussions whatever these might be. 

Finally, pay attention to the media especially NPR and PBS for programmes dealing with religion. The PBS show Religion and Ethics Newsweekly is definitely worth watching. Ir runs on channel 17 at 11:30 pm on Sunday. Our campus radio station, WRPI, runs a show called “In the Spirit” which provides much for those interested in the ethnography of new age spirituality to munch on. It runs every Thursday at 11:00 am.

Assignments:

There will be several assignments in this class. 

First, you will be required to keep a journal.  This will constitute 50% of your grade.  Journals should be 8 pages per lesson. They should not simply be full of “I think” or “I feel statements” They should be analytical, systematic, and empirical. Thinking and feeling, in other words, is fine if it is grounded in systematic empirical analysis. For more on them see the Forward to the online lecture text. Journals should be typed, and clipped together or put into a notebook.
So, to summarise and repeat, what would a perfect, well close to perfect, journal look like? 

1. it would be analytical and systematic 

2. it would contain entries that respond to class discussions (class)

3. it would contain entries that respond to the class lectures online (lectures)

4. it would contain entries that respond to some, usually at least three per section, links in the lectures (links)

5. it would contain entries that respond to the books we are reading for this class (readings)

It would not necessarily do all of these simultaneously. But it would do them at some point in the journals handed in for the assignment due dates. I will, by the way, grade you journals by the criteria above.

Second, attendance and Participation will constitute 20% of your grade.

Third, you can do a presentation. This can be any aspect of religion that interests you—religion as a meaning system, definitions of religion, magic, religion in science fiction, controversies between religion and science, the religion of scientists, etc. Pick a topic you want to do and either come and talk to me about it or email me about it before you embark on your research and writing. It can be based on historical, theoretical, statistical, textual or ethnological research. You can present on some aspect of religion and art, religion and music, religion and film or TV, religion and the hard sciences, religion and philosophy, some religious group or movement,  theology or doctrine, mythology, “primitive” religion, magic, the occult, religion and identity, religion and marriage, agnosticism and atheism as meaning systems, a museum exhibit dealing with religion, a biography of your own religious experience, an ethnography of your observations of a religious group or movement, and so on. The paper should be at least ten pages in length. The presentation should be between 15 and 30 minutes. It must be based on at least three sources none of them websites. This will constitute 30% of your grade. 
ASSIGNMENT DUE DATES:

Journals: 4 August
Presentation topics due: 3 July

Paper: 4 August

Presentation: as assigned 
As for writing your paper, here are a few pointers to always keep in mind:

SOURCES ISSUES:

You should always remain aware of the quality of your sources and maintain skepticism toward them regardless of how many you are using. If you have multiple and apparently contradictory sources ask which source contains relevant details and analysis of events, persons, and outcomes, ask which sources are the most accurate, ask which sources present the issue in the most simplistic way, ask whether or not a subject can be viewed in a number of different ways.  If a source approaches the subject from a particular point of view or bias ask whether its author substantiates and documents his or her argument, ask whether the arguments made demonstrate whether or not this bias is justified. If they aren’t justifiable try to discern why the author of the source is making the argument he or she is, note it--it may be relevant to your research.

As for writing your paper, here are a few pointers to always keep in mind:

WRITING A PAPER, GIVING A LECTURE. First avoid the use of “the” unless absolutely necessary. Second, treat the reader as if he or she knows nothing about your topic. Third, retain a healthy skepticism toward your sources.

STRUCTURAL ISSUES. If you are writing or presenting a standard social science or humanities research paper or presentation topic, your paper or presentation should contain an introduction and a conclusion. The body of your paper should contain your thesis (the point of view about the subject you are expressing and systematically present data making your case for that thesis or argument. 

So what would a perfect, again close to perfect, paper look like?

1. it would be based on empirical data

2. it would utilize a valid interpretive strategy

3. it would have an introduction with a stated theses, paragraphs that explore and document that thesis with empirical data, and a conclusion

4. it will contain endnotes or footnotes with proper citations

I will grade you papers on these criteria

So what would a close to perfect presentation look like?

1. it would be based on empirical data

2. it would utilize a valid interpretive strategy

3. it would have an introduction with a stated theses, paragraphs that explore and document that thesis with empirical data, and a conclusion

4. it would utilize classroom aid

I will grade your presentations on these criteria  

Class Rules

1.  Please do not talk in class during lectures.

2.  If you have to leave before the end of class, please do so quietly and do not slam the door upon leaving.

3. Try to get to class on time; if you can't, enter quietly, do not allow the door to slam, and sit in the nearest seat.

4. During class discussions, listen to your fellow students and respond with civility

5.  Turn in assignments on time.

6. Turn your cell phones off.

7. If you are bringing computers have them ready to go before class begins so that the infamous Windows jingle is not playing during class lectures and be advised I expect you to use them only to take notes for class.

8.  Do not plagarise. Here is my plagiarism policy.  Plagiarism is the taking or the purchasing of words and ideas of another and passing them off as your own. If in a formal paper you quote someone, you must use quotation marks and give a citation to that quote.  Paraphrased or borrowed ideas are to be identified by proper citations.  Plagarism will result, at the minimum in a failing grade for the assignment. I reserve the right to fail you for the course if you plagarise.
By receiving this syllabus or taking this class you accept the stipulations and rules contained in this syllabus.
Grading:

So how do I grade? With journals I am looking for quality contributions to the issues we have been discussing and, of course, reference to the materials we are reading for the course. In general, the higher  the quality of discussion in the journal and the greater the reference to the readings in the journal, the better the grade. I also rate journals relative to the best journal in class. That journal or journals which I think is the best in the class sets the A grade standard for the class. I grade papers the same way. One word of caution: quantity is not necessarily quality though it sometimes is. I reserve the right to dock you one letter grade per day for any assignment that is late.
There are a total of 100 points you can earn in this class. The following is the breakdown in my grading scale. 

100-95 A

94-90 A-

89-87 B+

86-84 B

83-80 B-

79-77 C+

76-74 C

73-70 C-

69-67 D+

66-64 D

63-60 D-

59 and below E

Required Texts:

Malise Ruthven; Fundamentalism: The Search for Meaning
Joseph Adler, Chinese Religious Traditions
Cybele Shattuck, Hinduism
Damien Keown; Buddhism: A Very Short Introduction
Dan Cohn-Sherbok, Judaism
Linda Woodhead; Christianity: A Very Short Introduction
Malise Ruthven; Islam: A Very Short Introduction
Richard Bushman, Mormonism
Jana Reiss, What Would Buffy Do?
Peter Berger; The Sacred Canopy
The books are available at the RPI Bookstore in the Union
Course Outline:
Class will meet on every regularly scheduled day of class between 30 June and 4 August. Assignments should be read before class and you should be prepared for any discussion that arises in class.
Part One: Online Lectures (www.albany.edu/~rh962349 or classron.pbwiki.com)
Week 1: Defining Religion 
Week 2: The Origins of Religion

              Religion and the Individual

Week 3: Religion as a Meaning System 

              Typologising Religion
Week 4: Religion, Cohesion, and Conflict 
              Religion and Social Change 

Week 5: Religion and Modernity
Week 6: Official versus Popular Religion

Part Two: Comparative Religion

Readings:

Week one: Ruthven, Fundamentalisms
The Religions of the “East”

Week two: Adler, Chinese Religious Traditions
                   Shattuck, Hinduism
Week three: Keown, Buddhism
“The Religions of the Book”
Week three: Cohn-Sherbok, Judaism
 Week four: Woodhead, Christianity
                    Ruthven, Islam
Part Three: Case Studies:

Week five: A New Religion
reading: Bushman, Mormonism
Week five: Religion and the Media
reading: Reiss, What Would Buffy Do?
Week six: One Attempt to Define Religion
reading: Berger, Sacred Canopy
