
ANTH 2667: THE ANTHROPOLOGY OF RELIGION

A GUIDE TO THE UNIT

Unit Coordinator: Ryan Schram

Office: R. C. Mills (Level 1), Room 169 (A26)

Email address: ryan.schram@sydney.edu.au

Office Hours: By appointment.

WELCOME TO ANTH 2667

Welcome to ANTH 2667: The Anthropology of 
Religion! This advanced class which will introduce 
you to the main ways that anthropologists have 
thought about the relationships between religion and
society, and the debates that are happening in an-
thropology about this and related questions. Religion
has been a central topic for anthropologists since 
the beginning, and so this class also introduces you 
to several key paradigms of anthropology. 

More importantly, like any senior anthropology unit, 
this class encourages you to think for yourself, 
and teaches you how to make use of ideas from an-
thropology to develop your own ideas about religion 
in particular places, investigate them, question them,
and make an argument for your own conclusions. 

This guide is not the "unit outline" for this class. 
Faculty policy has recently changed, and now a unit 
outline is automatically generated based on data 
from the Handbook and from official University and 
Faculty policies. You can find the unit outline on 
Blackboard. It contains the deadlines for assign-

ments in this class, the schedule of class meetings, 
the learning outcomes for this class, and the policies
that govern our work in this class, including policies 
on special consideration, extensions, plagiarism, 
and attendance in lecture and tutorial. It also has in-
formation on services for students, like when you get
behind or need academic advice. 

This guide is about how this class actually 
works in practice. It gives you the full information 
about what we will discuss in class each week. It 
also has all of the deadlines for written work. You 
should read the official unit outline, the policy 
statements, and this guide from beginning to 
end. 

If you have any questions at all about the poli-
cies for this class, or how this class works, get 
in touch with Ryan right away. You can ask any-
thing you want. No document, guide, or outline will 
have all the information, so you should always feel 
free to ask any kind of question.

Figure 1: A page from a Jack Chick tract, "This Was Your Life" (1988), translated into Papua New Guinea Tok
Pisin. 
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HOW THIS CLASS WORKS

This class is based on a weekly cycle we will follow for
the whole semester. The steps in the weekly cycle 
are:

• Read the required readings (and, if you want to 
know more, read recommended readings), 
think about what they say to you. 

• Write something about what you think is import-
ant about them. 

• Refresh your mind. Get up from the computer 
and walk around. Issues we discuss in class 
are all around you. Observe them, take note for 
later. 

• Further your research in your chosen topic for
the semester. Go to the library and find ethno-
graphic books to read on your topic.  

• Ask questions, discuss, and listen in lecture 
and tutorial. 

• Receive feedback from me.

• Lather, rinse, repeat… 

In other words, all of parts of the class—lecture, tutori-
al, readings, and your ideas—fit together. By com-
pleting this cycle each week, you can be sure that 
each week builds to the next, and by the end you will 
have constructed an edifice of knowledge rather than 
collected bits and pieces of information. For all the 
pieces to come together, you have to do something 
for this class every week for the whole semester.

WHERE TO GET THE READINGS 

A class reader containing the required readings is 
available from the Copy Centre on campus and from 
Publish Partner (at http://publishpartner.com.au). 

Each week has one or more common readings, as 
noted in the weekly plan. Required readings are avail-
able in the unit reader and on eReserve. Occasionally,
there is a required online reading or video. I will post 
links to this on the unit’s web sites. The other listed 
readings are all recommended, indicated with an as-
terisk (*). They are also on eReserve and, where on-

line copies are not available, on 2-hour loan in Fisher 
Library. 

Students must ensure they have access to the re-
quired readings, so please ask the lecturer or a librari-
an if you can't get the assigned readings. 

ASSIGNMENTS

There are three types of assessment in this unit. First,
in Weeks 2 through 12, you will submit a short writing 
assignment on the class LMS site. These short re-
sponses are not graded. You receive credit for submit-
ting them on time, by Tuesday 11:59 p.m. before lec-
ture. They are meant to encourage you to think about 
the reading and prepare for the class discussion each 
week. By doing these short assignments on time, you 
can be sure you are preparing for each step in the 
weekly cycle. 

Second, you will be working on an independent re-
search project on a topic of your choice. You will be 
seeking out ethnographic sources of information about
this topic and formulate your own argument about it. 
Along the way, you will submit several elements of 
your research process and thinking as it develops. 
Each of these assessments has its own instructions, 
posted online. Unlike essays, though, they are graded
based on how much progress you have made on the 
process of research, and how much effort you've 
made to develop your thinking. They are all due on a 
Tuesday at 11:59 p.m. (before Wednesday's lecture). 

Third, at the end of the semester, you will submit a 10-
page research essay on your topic. In the essay, you 
will pose a debatable question and offer your own ar-
gument in support of your answer. This essay will be 
based on all the work you've done over the whole 
semester. It will be graded as a finished product. 

For all of your work for this class, be sure to save a 
copy for yourself before you submit it online, and also 
regularly back up your work to a separate disk. Fun 
fact: losing or accidentally deleting your written work is
not a 'misadventure' and cannot be used as grounds 
for special consideration.

ASSIGNMENTS AT-A-GLANCE

Assessment Due Length Worth

Weekly writing assignments Tuesdays by 11:59 p.m. in Weeks 2-12. 100 words 20% 

Possible topics and sources March 14 by 11:59 p.m. 300 words 10%

Progress report April 11 by 11:59 p.m. 300 words 15%

Thesis statement and outline May 2 by 11:59 p.m. 300 words 15%

Research essay June 6 by 11:59 p.m. 3000 words 40%

http://publishpartner.com.au/
http://anthro.rschram.org/2667/final_paper
http://anthro.rschram.org/2667/thesis_statement_and_outline
http://anthro.rschram.org/2667/progress_report
http://anthro.rschram.org/2667/possible_topics
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THE WEEKLY PLAN

W Date Topic Research

1 8.3 Why is religion interesting? Read The Quest and start thinking about 
what you want to know more about. 

2 15.3 Bring an example of a religious practice to 
tutorial
Read: Unit outline, unit guide, Durkheim

Have you met a librarian who knows some-
thing about your interests? Go to the library 
and introduce yourself. 

3 22.3 Why do so many societies all have religion? 
Read: Douglas, Ortner

Find the locations in the library stacks for 
ethnographies on topics you're interested in.
Possible topics due (on Tuesday). 

4 29.3 Why would someone join a religious com-
mune? 
Read: Palmer

Think about why you are interested in your 
topics. What is compelling your attention? 
What do you want to explain? 

5 5.4 Can you learn to hear God? 
Read: Luhrmann

What are the 'why' questions anthropologists
have asked about your topic? 

6 12.4 Do religions mix? 
Read: Romberg

How would the authors of class readings see
your topic? What would they pay the most 
attention to and why? Progress report due 
(on Tuesday). 

– 19.4 Spring break

7 26.4 Is African Christianity just 'African culture'?
Read: Meyer, Newell

If you had to illustrate your research ques-
tion with an image, what would you use?  

8 3.5 Is Christianity singular or plural?  
Read: Robbins, Cannell

Use EndNote or Zotero to store all of the ref-
erences you've read, and attach your anno-
tations on each source as notes. Thesis 
statement and outline due (on Tuesday).

9 10.5 Can you buy salvation? 
Read: Jones, Brenner*

This is a good week to make an appointment
with Ryan to discuss your paper. 

10 17.5 Do all societies become secular?
Read: Mahmood, Deeb*

Start writing a rough draft this week. This is 
also a good week to see Ryan. 

11 24.5 Do liberal societies need beliefs? 
Read: Mahmood, Keane*

When you can't think of what to say next, get
up and walk around the block. 

12 31.5 Can religion can change the world?
Read: Gravers, Hertzberg*

Now is a good time to exchange drafts with 
a friend. 

13 7.6 To be revealed Is your thesis statement clear? What does 
your Parthenon look like? How would you 
answer someone who rejected your thesis, 
and how do you respond? Your final paper 
is due on 6 June by 11:59 p.m.

14 8.6 Reading period

15 15.6 Finals week

Nb. A bibliography for the class follows. You can look up the full reference by the author's last name. Recom-
mended readings are marked with an asterisk (*).  

http://anthro.rschram.org/2667/possible_topics
http://anthro.rschram.org/2667/progress_report
http://anthro.rschram.org/2667/thesis_statement_and_outline
http://anthro.rschram.org/2667/thesis_statement_and_outline
http://anthro.rschram.org/2667/final_paper
http://anthro.rschram.org/the_quest


BIBLIOGRAPHY OF CLASS READINGS

All readings are found in the reader in the order they are assigned.  Recommended readings are marked with 
an asterisk (*). These and the required readings are also available on eReserve. Other items are linked from 
Blackboard and/or Ryan's public site. 

*Brenner, Suzanne. 1996. “Reconstructing Self and 
Society: Javanese Muslim Women and ‘the Veil.’” 
American Ethnologist 23 (4): 673–97. 
doi:10.1525/ae.1996.23.4.02a00010.

Cannell, Fenella. 2005. “The Christianity of Anthropol-
ogy*.” Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 
11 (2): 335–56. doi:10.1111/j.1467-
9655.2005.00239.x.

*Deeb, Lara. 2009. “Piety Politics and the Role of a 
Transnational Feminist Analysis.” The Journal of the
Royal Anthropological Institute 15 (January): S112–
26.

Douglas, Mary. 2002. “The Abominations of Leviticus.”
In Purity and Danger:  An Analysis of the Concepts 
of Pollution and Taboo, 51–71. London: Routledge.

Durkheim, Emile. 2008. “The Elementary Forms of the
Religious Life.” In A Reader in the Anthropology of 
Religion, edited by Michael Lambek, 34–47. 
Malden, Mass.: Blackwell Publishing.

Gravers, Mikael. 2012. “Monks, Morality and Military: 
The Struggle for Moral Power in Burma—and Bud-
dhism’s Uneasy Relation with Lay Power.” Contem-
porary Buddhism 13 (1): 1–33. 
doi:10.1080/14639947.2012.669278.

*Hertzberg, Michael. 2014. “The March of the Monks: 
On the Political Repertoire of Buddhist Monks in Sri 
Lanka and Myanmar.” In The Great Diversity: Tra-
jectories of Asian Development, edited by Christo-
pher M. Dent and Camilla Brautaset, 103–16. Wa-
geningen, Netherlands: Wageningen Academic 
Publishers.

Jones, Carla. 2010. “Materializing Piety: Gendered 
Anxieties about Faithful Consumption in Contempo-
rary Urban Indonesia.” American Ethnologist 37 (4): 
617–37. doi:10.1111/j.1548-1425.2010.01275.x.

*Keane, Webb. 2009. “Freedom and Blasphemy: On 
Indonesian Press Bans and Danish Cartoons.” Pub-
lic Culture 21 (1): 47–76. doi:10.1215/08992363-
2008-021.

Luhrmann, Tanya M. 2004. “Metakinesis: How God 
Becomes Intimate in Contemporary U.S. Christian-
ity.” American Anthropologist 106 (3): 518–28. 
doi:10.1525/aa.2004.106.3.518.

Mahmood, Saba. 2009. “Religious Reason and Secu-
lar Affect: An Incommensurable Divide?” In Is Cri-
tique Secular? Blasphemy, Injury, and Free Speech,
edited by Talal Asad, Wendy Brown, Judith Butler, 
and Saba Mahmood, 64–100. Berkeley, Calif.: 
Townsend Center for the Humanities, University of 
California.

Mahmood, Saba. 2001. “Rehearsed Spontaneity and 
the Conventionality of Ritual: Disciplines of Şalat.” 
American Ethnologist 28 (4): 827–53. 
doi:10.1525/ae.2001.28.4.827.

Meyer, Birgit. 1998. “‘Make a Complete Break with the
Past.’ Memory and Post-Colonial Modernity in 
Ghanaian Pentecostalist Discourse.” Journal of Re-
ligion in Africa 28 (3): 316–49. 
doi:10.2307/1581573.

Newell, Sasha. 2007. “Pentecostal Witchcraft: Neolib-
eral Possession and Demonic Discourse in Ivoirian 
Pentecostal Churches.” Journal of Religion in Africa
37 (4): 461–90. doi:10.1163/157006607X230517.

Ortner, Sherry B. 1973. “Sherpa Purity.” American An-
thropologist 75 (1): 49–63. doi:10.2307/672339.

Palmer, Susan J. 2010. “The Twelve Tribes: Preparing
the Bride for Yahshua’s Return.” Nova Religio: The 
Journal of Alternative and Emergent Religions 13 
(3): 59–80. doi:10.1525/nr.2010.13.3.59.

Robbins, Joel. 2001. “God Is Nothing but Talk: Moder-
nity, Language, and Prayer in a Papua New Guinea 
Society.” American Anthropologist, New Series, 103 
(4): 901–12.

Romberg, Raquel. 1998. “Whose Spirits Are They?: 
The Political Economy of Syncretism and Authentic-
ity.” Journal of Folklore Research 35 (1): 69–82.

USEFUL TEXTBOOKS ON RELIGION

Bell, Catherine. 2009. Ritual: Perspectives and Di-
mensions--Revised Edition. Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press.

Bielo, James S. 2015. Anthropology of Religion: The 
Basics. London: Routledge.

Bowie, Fiona. 2006. The Anthropology of Religion: An 
Introduction. Hoboken, N.J.: John Wiley & Sons.

Kunin, Seth Daniel, and Jonathan Miles-Watson. 
2006. Theories of Religion: A Reader. New Bruns-
wick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press.

Lambek, Michael. 2001. A Reader in the Anthropology
of Religion. Hoboken, N.J.: John Wiley & Sons.

Pals, Daniel L. 1996. Seven Theories of Religion. Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press.

———. 2006. Eight Theories of Religion. Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press.
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STARTING POINTS FOR YOUR RESEARCH
For your research project, you should a choose a topic that you would like to learn more about, and is related to 
religion as a cross-cultural and diverse phenomenon. This can seem a little daunting, but there are a lot of 
books written by anthropologists who have worked all over the world, in many different cultures, and with people
who are part of many different religious traditions both large and small. Below are several highly recommended 
starting points. Most of these books are in Fisher Library. This list is somewhat selective; you are not limited to 
what is here. If you have a specific place, community or tradition that you want to explore, and you are having 
trouble finding a good starting point, you should immediately email Ryan for advice. (Librarians are also good 
sources of research help too!) 

Appadurai, Arjun. 1981. Worship and Conflict under 
Colonial Rule: A South Indian Case. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 

Asad, Talal. 1993. Genealogies of Religion: Discipline 
and Reasons of Power in Christianity and Islam. 
Baltimore, Md.: The Johns Hopkins University 
Press. 

Austin-Broos, Diane J. 1997. Jamaica Genesis: Reli-
gion and the Politics of Moral Orders. Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press. 

Bao, Jiemin. 2015. Creating a Buddhist Community: A 
Thai Temple in Silicon Valley. Philadelphia: Temple 
University Press. 

Bielo, James S. 2011. Emerging Evangelicals: Faith, 
Modernity, and the Desire for Authenticity. New 
York: NYU Press. 

Blanes, Ruy Llera. 2014. A Prophetic Trajectory: Ide-
ologies of Place, Time and Belonging in an Angolan 
Religious Movement. New York: Berghahn Books. 

Blanes, Ruy, and Diana Espírito Santo, eds. 2013. 
The Social Life of Spirits. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press. 

Boddy, Janice. 1989. Wombs and Alien Spirits: 
Women, Men, and the Zar Cult in Northern Sudan. 
Madison, Wisc.: The University of Wisconsin Press. 

Brightman, Robert. 1993. Grateful Prey: Rock Cree 
Human-Animal Relationships. Berkeley, Calif.: Uni-
versity of California Press. 

Brown, Candy Gunther. 2011. Global Pentecostal and 
Charismatic Healing. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press. 

Brown, Karen McCarthy. 2011. Mama Lola: A Vodou 
Priestess in Brooklyn. 3rd Revised edition. Berkeley,
Calif.: University of California Press. 

Burridge, Kenelm. 1969. New Heaven, New Earth: A 
Study of Millenarian Activities. New York: Schocken 
Books. 

Cahn, Peter S. 2011. Direct Sales and Direct Faith in 
Latin America. London: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Chua, Liana. 2012. The Christianity of Culture: Con-
version, Ethnic Citizenship, and the Matter of Reli-
gion in Malaysian Borneo. Basingstoke, Eng.: Pal-
grave Macmillan. 

Daswani, Girish. 2015. Looking Back, Moving For-
ward: Transformation and Ethical Practice in the 
Ghanaian Church of Pentecost. Toronto, Ont.: Uni-
versity of Toronto Press. 

Deeb, Lara. 2008. An Enchanted Modern: Gender and
Public Piety in Shi’i Lebanon. Princeton, N.J.: 
Princeton University Press. 

Elisha, Omri. 2011. Moral Ambition: Mobilization and 
Social Outreach in Evangelical Megachurches. 
Berkeley, Calif.: University of California Press. 

Eskridge, Larry. 2013. God’s Forever Family: The Je-
sus People Movement in America. New York: Ox-
ford University Press. 

Falk, Monica Lindberg. 2007. Making Fields of Merit: 
Buddhist Female Ascetics and Gendered Orders in 
Thailand. Singapore: NIAS Press. 

Fuller, Christopher John. 2003. The Renewal of the 
Priesthood: Modernity and Traditionalism in a South
Indian Temple. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University 
Press. 

Geertz, Clifford. 1971. Islam Observed: Religious De-
velopment in Morocco and Indonesia. Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press. 

Handman, Courtney. 2015. Critical Christianity: Trans-
lation and Denominational Conflict in Papua New 
Guinea. Berkeley, Calif.: University of California 
Press. 

Harding, Susan Friend. 2000. The Book of Jerry Fal-
well: Fundamentalist Language and Politics. Prince-
ton, N.J.: Princeton University Press. 

Keane, Webb. 2007. Christian Moderns: Freedom And
Fetish in the Mission Encounter. Berkeley, Calif.: 
University of California Press. 

Kenyon, Susan M. 2012. Spirits and Slaves in Central 
Sudan: The Red Wind of Sennar. London: Palgrave 
Macmillan. 

Laidlaw, James. 1995. Riches and Renunciation: Reli-
gion, Economy, and Society among the Jains. Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press. 

Lambek, Michael. 1981. Human Spirits: A Cultural Ac-
count of Trance in Mayotte. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 

Lofton, Kathryn. 2011. Oprah: The Gospel of an Icon. 
Berkeley, Calif.: University of California Press. 

Luhrmann, T. M. 2012. When God Talks Back: Under-
standing the American Evangelical Relationship with
God. New York: Knopf. 

Lukens-Bull, Ronald. 2005. A Peaceful Jihad: Negoti-
ating Identity and Modernity in Muslim Java. Lon-
don: Palgrave Macmillan. 

ANTH 2667: The Anthropology of Religion (last updated 17 February 2017) | 5

http://anthro.rschram.org/the_quest/choosing_a_topic


Makley, Charlene E. 2007. The Violence of Liberation:
Gender and Tibetan Buddhist Revival in Post-Mao 
China. 1st ed. Berkeley, Calif.: University of Califor-
nia Press. 

Marshall, Ruth. 2009. Political Spiritualities: The Pen-
tecostal Revolution in Nigeria. Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press. 

Mayblin, Maya. 2010. Gender, Catholicism, and 
Morality in Brazil: Virtuous Husbands, Powerful 
Wives. London: Palgrave Macmillan. 

McIntosh, Janet. 2009. The Edge of Islam: Power, 
Personhood, and Ethnoreligious Boundaries on the 
Kenya Coast. Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press.

Mittermaier, Amira. 2010. Dreams That Matter: Egyp-
tian Landscapes of the Imagination. Berkeley, Calif.:
University of California Press. 

Mosse, David. 2013. The Saint in the Banyan Tree: 
Christianity and Caste Society in India. Berkeley, 
Calif.: University of California Press. 

Myerhoff, Barbara G. 1976. Peyote Hunt: The Sacred 
Journey of the Huichol Indians. Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell 
University Press. 

Nelson, John K. 2000. Enduring Identities: The Guise 
of Shinto in Contemporary Japan. Honolulu: Univer-
sity of Hawaii Press. 

Ortner, Sherry B. 1989. High Religion: A Cultural and 
Political History of Sherpa Buddhism. Princeton, 
N.J.: Princeton University Press. 

Pasieka, Agnieszka. 2015. Hierarchy and Pluralism: 
Living Religious Difference in Catholic Poland. Lon-
don: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Peel, J. D. Y. 2003. Religious Encounter and the Mak-
ing of the Yoruba. Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana Uni-
versity Press. 

Robbins, Joel. 2004. Becoming Sinners: Christianity 
and Moral Torment in a Papua New Guinea Society.
Berkeley, Calif.: University of California Press. 

Rocha, Cristina. 2006. Zen in Brazil: The Quest for 
Cosmopolitan Modernity. Topics in Contemporary 
Buddhism. Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press. 

Romberg, Raquel. 2003. Witchcraft and Welfare: Spir-
itual Capital and the Business of Magic in Modern 
Puerto Rico. 1st ed. Austin, Tex.: University of Texas
Press. 

Rudnyckyj, Daromir. 2011. Spiritual Economies: Islam,
Globalization, and the Afterlife of Development. 
Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press. 

Samuels, Jeffrey. 2010. Attracting the Heart: Social 
Relations and the Aesthetics of Emotion in Sri 
Lankan Monastic Culture. Honolulu: University of 
Hawaii Press. 

Schober, Juliane. 2011. Modern Buddhist Conjunc-
tures in Myanmar: Cultural Narratives, Colonial 
Legacies, and Civil Society. Honolulu: University of 
Hawaii Press. 

Stromberg, Peter G. 1993. Language and Self-Trans-
formation: A Study of the Christian Conversion Nar-
rative. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Tomlinson, Matt. 2009. In God’s Image: The Metacul-
ture of Fijian Christianity. Berkeley, Calif.: University 
of California Press. 

Werbner, Richard. 2011. Holy Hustlers, Schism, and 
Prophecy: Apostolic Reformation in Botswana. 
Berkeley, Calif.: University of California Press. 

Wiegele, Katharine L. 2004. Investing in Miracles: El 
Shaddai and the Transformation of Popular Catholi-
cism in the Philippines. Honolulu: University of 
Hawaii Press. 

STILL LOOKING? 

Need a new place to look for sources of ethnographic 
information? Try the following: 

If you can't acquire a copy of a book you'd like to read,
look for other publications by the same author. 

Choose one of your class readings you thought was 
useful, and go to ISI Web of Knowledge and perform 
a cited reference search for it. This will give you a list 
of scholarly publications which have cited this work. 

Look for the books above in the Fisher Library cata-
logue and see what subject headings the catalogue 
uses to classify them. There may be other, similar 
works in the same or nearby headings, and you will 
also pick up on the controlled vocabulary used for 
subject classifications.

Look in the BONUS+ catalogue, which allows you to
request books from other libraries in the Sydney area. 
The National Library of Australia's catalogue and 
Worldcat are good places to look too. 

A GUIDE TO THE RESEARCH PROCESS

Be sure to read The Quest, Ryan's guide to research
at http://anthro.rschram.org/the_quest. The Quest in-
troduces you to 

• the concept of a research topic, and how to 
specify your interests in the form of a topic. 

• the kinds of questions that researchers ask 
about their topics.

• the concept of a claim, or thesis statement, 
and how to develop an argument for it.

• the cycle of drafting, feedback and revision.

• what it means to be a researcher, and why re-
search is the higher form of learning.

The assignments in this class assume you're familiar 
with its key ideas.

ANOTHER GUIDE TO RESEARCH

Booth, Wayne C., Gregory G. Colomb, and Joseph M.
Williams. 2009. The Craft of Research, Third Edi-
tion. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

REFERENCE
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