Religion 65: Religion in Scientific Perspective
Fall 2008

Final paper assignment


	The texts we have read this semester have brought two distinct modes of investigation to bear on the topic of religion.  One of these involves the reconstruction of the evolutionary history of the human mind;  the other, the investigation of how contemporary human beings think, feel and behave.  Call the first the evolutionary approach, and the second the cognitive approach.   This paper asks you to discern the contribution each of these approaches makes to our understanding of religion.

	In our readings we have encountered substantive treatments of the following three themes:

	•  Ideas of supernatural agents
	•  Religious rituals
	•  The dynamics of religious groups

	For your paper, choose two of these three themes for discussion.  Identify the authors who take on the project of explaining each of these aspects of religion (each of these themes is discussed by at least two of our authors).  Then, isolate the distinct contribution the evolutionary and cognitive approaches make to the explanations they offer.  In other words, what role do the projects of recounting evolutionary history on the one hand, and of investigating the activities of living persons on the other, play in their explanations?  And lastly, advance a judgment regarding the relationship between these two approaches in relation to the theme in question.  Do they support each other or conflict?  Are their contributions equivalent in importance, or is one weightier than the other?  Is either approach ultimately dispensable?

	Finally, recall that there are theorists (such as Richard Francis) who are skeptical of the overall value of evolutionary storytelling in general, and of evolutionary-psychological storytelling in particular.  In your judgment, would the elimination of the project of reconstructing the evolutionary history of the human mind hinder our ability to understand religion, and if so, how?

Please number your pages.  Hard copies are to be turned in to my office (Chapin 208).



	Paper length: 15-18 pages
	Due date:  Wednesday, December 17, 4:00 PM

