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Religion 65:  Religion in Scientific Perspective. 	
Fall 2008
	Andrew Dole
TTH 2:00- 3:20	208 Chapin Hall
Chapin 205	542-5001
	email:  adole@amherst.edu
	Office hours: Wed 1-3 PM

	Course description

	The project of  explaining religion scientifically has been an occasional preoccupation for scholars of religion for the past several centuries.   While this project fell into disrepair at midcentury, the past fifteen years have seen the emergence of new approaches as a growing body of literature has applied the tools of the cognitive sciences and evolutionary theory to the study of religion.  The primary proponents of the new theories of religion are not located within religious studies but within various branches of the natural sciences.  During the past five years or so this material has increasingly come to command the attention of scholars of religion, and interesting and rapidly-developing conversations between cognitive and evolutionary theorists and scholars who identify primarily with the cultural, philosophical or theological study of religion are ongoing. 
	This course presents a survey of recent evolutionary and cognitive-scientific theories of religion, setting this material against the backdrop of the historically-extended tradition of attempts to understand religion as a natural and human phenomenon.  Much of the course will be given over to discussion of discrete aspects of religion, but towards the end of the semester we will be increasingly interested in the summary assessments which these theories imply or encourage regarding religion-as-such.

	Books

Textbooks for the course will be available from the Jeffery Amherst Bookstore.

	Pascal Boyer, Religion Explained
	Richard Dawkins, The Selfish Gene
	David Hume, The Natural History of Religion
	D. Jason Slone, Theological Incorrectness
	Todd Tremlin, Minds and Gods

	In addition to the textbooks, there will be a packet of readings available from the Religion Department.

	Expectations

1.	Students are expected to do all of the assigned readings before class, to attend all class sessions, and to actively participate in classroom discussion.
2.	Each student will be responsible for presiding over one class session, providing a brief (ca. 10 minutes) introduction to the assigned reading and developing a set of discussion questions.  These introductions will not be graded.
3.	Each student will turn in a set of reading notes on one section of the assigned texts.  These notes are to follow guidelines set out by the instructor, are to be typed, and will be evaluated as either ‘acceptable’ or ‘unacceptable’ by the instructor.  Students who turn in a set of ‘unacceptable’ notes will repeat the exercise with a different assigned text.
4.	Formal written work for the course will consist of three papers:  two 6-7 page papers due at various points during the semester, and one 15-18 page paper due during exam week.  The shorter papers will be on assigned topics, typically concentrating on a single text or theme;  I will suggest topics for the final paper, which will ask you to compare and evaluate several of our thinkers, but you are also encouraged to develop your own paper topics.  

	Policies

	Absence policy:  I will allow one unexcused absence per semester without penalty.  Each unexcused absence thereafter will result in a significant grade penalty.
	Extension policy:  I am likely to grant paper extensions if they are asked for well ahead of time.  I consider two kinds of reasons acceptable for asking for an extension:  first, to better manage your workload in cases where deadlines for assignments from various classes fall closely together;  and second, in cases where an emergency arises which requires your immediate attention and prevents you from meeting the deadline.  No extensions will be granted less than twenty-four hours in advance of a paper deadline except in cases of emergency.  
	Revisions policy:  I do not allow revisions of papers once they have been submitted in final form.
	Grading policy:  Final grades for the course will be calculated approximately as follows.  It is to be noted that attendance and classroom participation are relevant to final grades.

		Reading notes:  5%
		First paper:  25%
		Second paper:  25%
		Final paper:  45%

	CLASS SCHEDULE

September 2:  		Course introduction

	I.  Religion as a Natural Phenomenon

September 4:  	David Hume, The Natural History of Religion
September 9:	D. Jason Slone, Theological Incorrectness, chs. 1-2 (pp. 7-45)

	II.  From sociobiology to evolutionary psychology

September 11:	Robert Trivers, “The Evolution of Reciprocal Altruism” (in course reader)
September 16:	Richard Dawkins, The Selfish Gene, 1-65, 88-108
September 18:	Dawkins, 109-188
September 23:	Dawkins, 189-201;  Pascal Boyer, Religion Explained, ch. 1 (pp. 1-50)
September 25: 	Todd Tremlin, Minds and Gods, chs. 1-2 (pp. 13-72)

	III.  Evolution and (culture and) religion

September 30: 	Boyer, 51-135
October 2: 		Boyer, 137-202
October 7:  	Boyer, 203-263
October 9:		Boyer, 265-330
October 10:  	first paper due

	(October 14, mid-semester break)

October 16:	Tremlin, 143-200		
October 21:	D. S. Wilson, Darwin’s Cathedral, 5-46, 86-124, 189-218 (in course reader)
October 23:	Lee Kirkpatrick, Attachment, Evolution and the Psychology of Religion, 25-74 (in course reader)
October 28:	Kirkpatrick, 188-239

	(October 30, November 4:  no class)

November 6:	Henri Tajfel, “Experiments in Intergroup Discrimination”; Tajfel et al., “Social Categorization and Intergroup Behavior”
November 11: 	Emanuele Castano, “On the Perils of Glorifying the In-Group”;  John Hartung, “Love Thy Neighbor:  The Evolution of In-Group Morality” (handouts)
November 13:	Scott Atran, In Gods We Trust, 83-144 (in course reader)
November 18:	Atran, 149-173, 263-274 (in course reader)

	IV.  ‘Theological incorrectness’

November 20:	Harvey Whitehouse, Modes of Religiosity, 63-135 (in course reader)
November 21:  	second paper due

	(November 25 & 27, Thanksgiving break)

December 2:	Slone, 68-125

	V.	Assessments

December 4:	Paul Bloom, “Religious Belief as an Evolutionary Accident”;  Peter van Inwagen, “Explaining Belief in the Supernatural:  Some Thoughts on Paul Bloom’s “Religious Belief as an Evolutionary Accident” (handout)
December 9:	Readings TBD
December 17:	final paper due

