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Assessment 
Deadlines 

 Fieldwork exercise essay: 12 noon, Thursday 3 
November 2016 

 Exam: To be confirmed 
 

Aims and Objectives 

The course will look at anthropological contributions to the understanding of ritual and 

religion, starting and ending with moments of especially acute reflection on the place 

of religion in the contemporary world. Our starting point will be that moment in the late 

19th and early 20th century when classic theorists (especially Weber and Durkheim) 

pondered the place of religion in an age of scientific challenge, and we shall explore 

contemporary arguments about the boundaries between religion, power, and politics. 

We will also investigate the intersection of religion and ritual with a range of topics 

(gender, material culture, the body and cognition).  
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Learning Outcomes 

By the end of the course, through class assignments and tutorial projects that foster a 

critical appreciation of the anthropology of religion and ritual, students should have a 

clear overview of the main theories of ritual action and religious commitment. In 

addition, having explored a variety of ethnographies, they should be able to reflect on 

the possible application of these theories to different ethnographic problems. 

 

Teaching Methods 

The course involves one two-hour session a week for the whole class, together with 

small group support teaching in separate one-hour sessions. In the main session, most 

weeks will involve a lecture followed by a ‘class session’ which will be structured 

around a non- lecture activity that varies from week to week. 

 

The ‘small group’ support teaching will normally be concerned with one or more 

readings that illustrate, underpin or extend issues raised in the main sessions. 

Students should note that participation in the small group support teaching 

sessions is compulsory and attendance will be recorded.  

 

Assessment 

Students will be assessed by: 

 

Assessment 

Word count 
limit 

Do not exceed 
the word limit 
or penalties 

will be applied 

Weighting Submission date 
Return of 
feedback 

Tutorial 
participation 

NA 10%  
End of 

semester 

Fieldwork 
exercise 
essay 

2000 words 
max (excluding 
bibliography)* 

30% 

3/11/2016 (all 
coursework is due 
at 12 noon on the 

date of 
submission) 

24/11/2016 

Exam NA 60% 

Exam dates are 
set by Student 
Administration. 

Exam diet 
information can 

be found at: 
http://www.ed.ac.

uk/student-
administration/exa

ms/exam-diets 
Students are 

responsible for 
knowing the time, 
date and location 
of their exams. 

Dates will be 
published closer 

to the time 
Please also see 
Exam feedback 
information in 
Appendix 2. 

 
Note: All coursework is submitted electronically through ELMA. Please read the School 
Policies and Coursework Submission Procedures which you will find here.  

http://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/undergrad/current_students/teaching_and_learning/assessment_and_regulations/coursework_penalties
http://www.ed.ac.uk/student-administration/exams/exam-diets
http://www.ed.ac.uk/student-administration/exams/exam-diets
http://www.ed.ac.uk/student-administration/exams/exam-diets
http://www.ed.ac.uk/student-administration/exams/exam-diets
http://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/undergrad/current_students/teaching_and_learning/assessment_and_regulations/submission_guidance
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Fieldwork Exercise Essay 

You will carry out a small piece of fieldwork at a religious event, or ritual, or at a place 
of symbolic importance and/or worship within Edinburgh. Your fieldwork will take the 
form of participant observation, but may include specific information gained through 
conversations or other written forms of documentation (leaflets, websites, etc.) Your 
fieldwork will form the basis of a short formative essay, describing your observations 
and impressions, and relating these in some way to themes or literature covered 
in this course. 
 
The mark will be an overall assessment of quality, based on the following criteria: 
quality of fieldwork material; use of theory (awareness of relevant theoretical debates; 
critical assessment of theoretical positions); use of relevant literature (evidence of 
independent literature search; linkage between ethnography and theory); structure of 
argument (original ideas and approach; intelligent use of analysis, argument, criticism 
and debate); style and presentation; and correct citation of references. It is important 
to remember however, that the overall mark is the result of a holistic assessment. For 
example, brilliance in one criterion cannot override weakness in other criteria. 
 

Tutorial Participation and the ‘Personal Response’ 

The system of written assessment, the ‘personal response’, will form the backbone of 
your tutorial participation. Each week you will be required to come to class with a short 
piece of written work of at least 200 words long, responding to the tutorial reading for 
that week. You are strongly advised to work through the ‘Questions to Answer in 
your Response’ listed in the handbook under each tutorial reading, but may also  
use your response to think ‘outside the box’ about the course, relating the reading to 
something in your life or something else you have read.  
 
Personal responses may guide your contribution to tutorial discussions.  
 
Personal responses will not be marked by the tutors, but tutors will log whether or not 
you complete a piece of writing each week. This log will help tutors allocate your final 
tutorial participation mark. 
 
Tutorial participation will be assessed according to the following criteria: 
 

 Attendance 

 Participation, including participation in discussion, evidence of having read the 
week’s readings, and producing written personal responses.  

 Quality of Contribution, including showing a level of critical thinking and 
understanding, as well as collegial and productive responses to other people’s 
remarks. 

 
 

Exam 

The examination consists of one paper and takes place at the end of the semester. It 
will provide 60% of your course mark. In your tutorials, towards the end of the course, 
you will have the opportunity to prepare for the exam by reviewing course materials, 
considering revision strategies, practicing exam questions, and so on. Details of the 
exam will be provided at a later date. 
 
Note: Registration for examinations is handled automatically by the University’s 
student record system. Details of the exam will be made available at the following link: 
http://www.ed.ac.uk/student-administration/exams/exam-diets 

http://www.ed.ac.uk/student-administration/exams/exam-diets
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In assessing your exam essays we will be looking especially for evidence of breadth 
of knowledge across different sections of the course and depth of understanding of 
particular topics. To encourage this, the questions may be relatively broad, not 
mapping neatly onto specific weekly topics on the course. 
 

The following are the criteria through which each exam answer will be marked. 
However, it is important to note that the overall mark is a result of a holistic assessment 
of the submitted answer as a whole. 
 

 Does the answer address the question set, and with sufficient focus?  

 Does the answer show a grasp of the relevant concepts and knowledge? 

 Does the answer demonstrate a logical and effective pattern of argument? 

 Does the answer, if appropriate, support arguments with relevant, accurate and 

 effective forms of evidence? 

 Does the answer demonstrate reflexivity and critical thinking in relation to 

arguments and evidence? 

 Does the answer attempt to make a point that is original? 

 Is the answer adequately presented in terms of: correct referencing and quoting; 
spelling, grammar and style; layout and visual presentation. 

 
Please refer to the assessment and submission procedure information on our 
webpages which you will find Appendix 2.  
 

Communications 

You are strongly encouraged to use email for routine communication with lecturers. We 

shall also use email to communicate with you, e.g., to assign readings for the second 

hour of each class. All students are provided with email addresses on the university 

system, if you are not sure of your address, which is based on your matric number, 

check your EUCLID database entry using the Student Portal.  

 

This is the ONLY email address we shall use to communicate with you. Please note 

that we will NOT use ‘private’ email addresses such as Yahoo or Hotmail; it is therefore 

essential that you check your university email regularly, preferably each day. 
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Lecture Summary 

 

Week Date Lecture 

1 
Thursday, 22 
September 

19th Century Theorists and the Emergence of a 
‘Science of Religion’ 
Maya Mayblin 

2 
Thursday, 29 
September 

Ritual as a Form of ‘Problem Airing’ 
Maya Mayblin 

3 Thursday, 6 October 
Ritual and Power 
Maya Mayblin 

4 Thursday, 13 October 
Sex, Gender and the Sacred 
Delwar Hussain 

5 Thursday, 20 October 
Cosmology and the Political Imagination 
Delwar Hussain 

6 Thursday, 27 October 
Extremism 
Delwar Hussain 

7 
Thursday, 3 
November 

Secularism, ‘Non-Belief’ and Atheism 
Maya Mayblin 

8 
Thursday, 10 

November 
The Cognitive Science of Religion 
Maya Mayblin 

9 
Thursday, 17 

November 
Debates About Definitions (Geertz Versus Asad) 
Delwar Hussain 

10 
Thursday, 24 

November 
Reviewing the Links 
Delwar Hussain 

11 
28 November - 2 

December 
Reading Week 

Course Lectures and Readings 

 

Week 1: 19th Century Theorists and the Emergence of a ‘Science of Religion’ 

The anthropology of religion has its origins in a widespread sense, in the late 

nineteenth century and early twentieth century that religion would continue to wane in 

importance in human affairs with the growth of science and technological mastery of 

the world. In this first week we aim to cover –with a broad brush–some of the most 

influential theories of religion born in this late nineteenth century climate. In subsequent 

weeks we will learn more about the lingering influence of these perspectives in the 

anthropology of religion. 

 

Lecture Reading 

*Durkheim, E. 1995 [1912] The Elementary Forms of Religious Life. Pp. 1-12, 34-44, 

419- 22. (Also available as Ch 2 in Michael Lambek (2002) The Anthropology of 

Religion. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing.) 

Evans-Pritchard, E. 1965. Theories of Primitive Religion. Parts I & II & III. Oxford 

Clarendon Press. 

Freud, Sigmund. 1999 [1913] Totem and Taboo. Routledge.  

Marx, Karl and Freidrich Engels. With Introduction by Reinhold Niebuhr. 1964. Karl 

Marx and Friedrich Engels on Religion. New York: Schocken Books. Pp 39-45. 

Tylor, Edward Burnett. 1958 [1871]. Religion in Primitive Culture. New York: Harper 

Row. Pp.8-19, 80-6, 444-7. (Also available as Ch 1 in Michael Lambek (2002) 

The Anthropology of Religion. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing.) 

Weber, Max. 1958 [1904]. The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. Trans 

Talcott Parsons. . New York: Charles Scribner &Sons.pp 47-56, 87-92, 180-
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3.(Also available as Ch 3 in Michael Lambek (2002) The Anthropology of 

Religion. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing.) 

 

Class Session 

We will use this week’s session to introduce the mini fieldwork project, and to discuss 
other class activities in the weeks ahead. 
 
 

Week 2: Ritual as a Form of ‘Problem Airing’  

What are rituals good for? If rituals do not always do exactly what they are meant to 

do, why do people keep doing them? In this lecture we will compare some of the 

manifest and latent functions of rituals and religious experience - as anthropologists 

have understood them - looking in particular as ritual as form of ‘problem airing’ or 

‘emotional catharsis’. 

 

Lecture Reading 

*Gluckman, Max. 1963 [1953] ‘Ch 3: Rituals of rebellion in South-East Africa’. In Order 

and Rebellion in Tribal Africa. London: Cohen and West. 

Kapferer, B. (2004) "Ritual Dynamics and Virtual Practice: Beyond Representation and 

Meaning," in Handelman and Lindquist (eds) Ritual in its Own Right. Oxford: 

Berghahn Books, pp. 35-54. 

Mayblin, M. 2010. ‘Chapter 6: From Innocence to Knowledge’ In Gender, Catholicism 

and Morality in Brazil. Palgrave Macmillan. 

Ortner, S. 1978. ‘Chapter 6: Offering rituals: problems of religion, anger, and social 

cooperation’. In Sherpas Through their Rituals. University of Cambridge Press. 

Rappaport, Roy. 2004 [1999] Chapter Two ‘The Ritual Form’ in Ritual and Religion in 

the Making of Humanity pp 24-54 Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Turner, V. 1969. “Liminality and Communitas” in The Ritual Process: Structure and 

Anti- Structure pp. 94-130. 

Van Gennep, A. 1960. “Chapter 1: The Classification of Rites” In The Rites of Passage, 

pp. 1-15. 

 

Class Session 

Film clip: Burning Man: The Documentary (2012) at: 

http://topdocumentaryfilms.com/burning- man/ 

 

For reflection: What classic aspects of ritual does Burning Man exhibit? Could this 

event be interpreted by anthropologists as a form of religion? 

 

Tutorial Reading 

Course, Magnus. 2013. The Clown Within: becoming white and Mapuche ritual clowns. 

Comparative Studies in Society and History. [Available on LEARN] OR  
Lienhardt, G. (1961) "The Control of Experience: Symbolic Action" in Divinity and 

Experience: The Religion of the Dinka. Oxford: Clarendon Press [Also found in 

Lambek’sA Reader in the Anthropology of Religion] 

 

Questions to answer in your response 

1. What explanations would the informants in each article give for the rituals in 

question?  

2. What underlying ‘problem’, ‘anxiety’ or ‘contradiction’ does the anthropologist 

identify when setting the wider social scene?  

http://topdocumentaryfilms.com/burning-%20man/
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3. How does the anthropologist see the particular ritual (ritual figure/s) as 

speaking to this problem? 

 

 

Week 3: Ritual and Power 

Does ritual serve or create structures of power? What is the connection between 

Bloch’s theory of ritual and the theories of Durkheim or Marx? What is the relationship 

between political authority, ritual, and historical change? 

 

Lecture Reading  

*Bloch, M. 1989. ‘Symbol, song, and dance as features of traditional authority’ in Ritual, 

history, and Power. 19-45 

Bloch, M. 1986. From Blessing to Violence, (Chs 2, 3, 8). University of Cambridge 

Press. Bloch, M. 1992. Prey into Hunter. The politics of religious experience. (Ch 

1 & 2). University of Cambridge Press. 

Geertz, Clifford. 1982. Negara. The theatre state in nineteenth-century Bali. Princeton: 

Princeton University Press. 

Gellner, David. 1999. Religion, Politics and Ritual. Remarks on Geertz and Bloch 

Social Anthropology 7 (2): 135-153. 

Rappaport, Roy.  Chapters Four and Five in Ritual and Religion in the Making of 

Humanity pp 107-164.Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

 

Class Session  

Discussion of Burning Man documentary, and Thinking about Ritual worksheet.  

 

Tutorial Reading 

Cannel, F. 2007. How Does Ritual Matter? In R. Astuti, J. Parry and C. Stafford Eds. 

Questions of Anthropology. Oxford: Berg: 105-136 

OR 

Csordas, T. 1987 ‘Genre, Motive and Metaphor: conditions for creativity in ritual 

language’. Cultural Anthropology 2 (4): 445-469 

 

Questions to answer in your response 

1. How do these writers challenge Bloch’s perspective on ritual?  

2. Do these criticisms invalidate Bloch’s insights? 

 

 

Week 4: Sex, Gender and the Sacred 

Gender and sexuality have always existed side by side with the religious and the 
sacred. Think about ideas of purity, chastity and virginity within many religious 
traditions including figures such as the Virgin Mary and what she represents. This 
lecture will explore different understandings of sex, gender and the sacred by looking 
at third gender communities of hijras as well as practices of ritualised prostitution, 
questioning traditional norms of what the sacred and pure mean.    

 

Lecture Reading 

*Hussain, Delwar. 2013.Boundaries Undermined: The Ruins of progress on the 
Bangladesh-India Border. London: Hurst and Co (Read Chapter Three)   

Cohen, Lawrence. 1995. “The Pleasures of Castration: The Postoperative Status of 
Hijras,Jankhas, and Academics” in Paul R. Abramson and Steven D. Pinkerton 
(ed) Sexual Nature/Sexual Culture. Chicago: Chicago University Press. Pp. 276-
304 
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Cohen, Lawrence. 1995.“Holi in Banaras and the Mahaland of Modernity” in GLQ: A 
Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies 2(4): pp. 399 – 424 

Colundalur, Nash. January 2011. “'Devadasis are a cursed community'”: 
 https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2011/jan/21/devadasi-india-sex-work-

religion 
Hyslop, Leah. Sep 2010. “India’s ‘prostitutes of Go.” in The Telegraph Newspaper: 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/expat/expatlife/8008562/Indias-prostitutes-of-
God.html 

Jay, N. 2001. ‘Sacrifice as a Remedy for being Born of Woman’in. E. Castelli (ed) 
Women, Gender, Religion. Palgrave. 

Mayblin, M. 2014.“People Like Us: Intimacy, Distance and Androgyny of Saints” in 
Current Anthropology, 55(Supplement 10), S271-S280 

Nanda, Serena. 1998.Neither Man Nor Woman: The Hijras of India. California: 
Wadsworth Publishing Company  

Reddy, Gayatri. 2005.With Respect to Sex: NegotiatingHijra Identity in South 
IndiaChicago: University of Chicago Press  

Srinivasan, Amrit. 1983. “The Hindu Temple Dancer: Prostitution or Nun?” in 
Cambridge Anthropology(8): 1 pp. pp 73-99   

 

Class Session 

Film screening: “Women of God” by Melwyn Pinto  

 

Tutorial Reading 

Reddy, Gayatri. 2003.“‘Men’ Who Would Be Kings: Celibacy, Emasculation and 

the Re-Production of Hijras in Contemporary Indian Politics” in Social Research 

(70): 1 pp. 163 - 200 
 
Question to answer in your response  

 Is there a hierarchy of understanding between what is pure and what is sacred?  

 
 

Week 5: Cosmology and the Political Imagination 

How does religion shape politics, how do political ideologies draw on the authenticating 
discourses of cosmology? This lecture will explore how religion - as practice, 
cosmology, and as moral horizon - informs political action in the contemporary world.  

 

Lecture Reading 

*Elisha, Omri. 2008. “Moral ambitions of grace. The paradox of compassion and 

accountability”in Evangelical Faith Based activism. Cultural Anthropology 23 (1): 

154-189.  

Garces, Chris. 2010. “The Cross Politics of Ecuador’s Penal State” inCultural 
Anthropology Vol 25 (3): 459-456  

Mittermaier, Amira. 2012. “Invisible Armies: Reflections on Egyptian Dreams of 
War”inComparative Studies in Society and History 54.2: 392-417 (See also 
http://blogs.ssrc.org/tif/2014/06/25/the-politics-of-divine-intervention/)  

Muehlebach, Andrea. 2009. “ComplexioOppositorum: Notes on the Left in Neoliberal 
Italy” inPublic Culture 21(3): 495-515 

Pelkmans, M. 2013. “Ruins of Hope in a Kyrgyz post-industrial wasteland” 
inAnthropology Today 29 (5): 16-20  

Shah Alpa. 2014. “Religion and the Secular Left: Subaltern Studies, BirsaMunda, and 
Maoists” inAnthropology of This Century Issue 9 (open access online journal).  

 

Class Session 

https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2011/jan/21/devadasi-india-sex-work-religion
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2011/jan/21/devadasi-india-sex-work-religion
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/expat/expatlife/8008562/Indias-prostitutes-of-God.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/expat/expatlife/8008562/Indias-prostitutes-of-God.html
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Film screening: “Caste On The Menu Card”(2015)by AtulAnand, Ananyaa Gaur, 
ReetikaRevathy Subramanian, Vaseem Chaudhary 

 

Tutorial Reading 

Holbraad, Martin. 2013. “Revolución o muerte: Self-sacrifice and the Ontology of 
Cuban Revolution”Ethnos, 79 (3) pp. 365-387  

 

Questions to answer in your response 

1. In what ways, following Holbraad, is revolution ‘religious’?  
2. What do you find challenging, interesting, or problematic about Holbraad’s 

argument? 

 
Week 6: Extremism 
Following on from the previous week, the connection between religion and extremism 
seems all pervasive in the world today. Should we be puzzled by the close links 
between religion and violence or is violence the origin of all religion? In this lecture we 
will look at religious ‘sacrifice’ as a phenomena that crosses many different religious 
contexts, and grapple with some of the grandiose theories that attempt to account for 
it. 
 
Lecture Reading 
*Laidlaw, James. 2005.“A life worth leaving: fasting to death as telos of a Jain religious 

life” in Economy and Society (34):2 pp. 178-199 
Burkert, Walter. 1983 [1972 ]. Homo Necans: The Anthropology of Ancient Greek 

Sacrificial Ritual and Myth. Trans. Peter Bing. University of California Press. Pp 
1-29. (Also available as Ch 13 of J. Carter (ed.) Understanding Religious 
Sacrifice. A Reader.)  

Dalrymple, William. 2009. “A Nun’s Tale” in Nine Lives: In Search of the Sacred in 
Modern India. London: Bloomsbury  

Girard, Renee. 2005 [1988] “Violence and the Sacred” pp. 1-38. (Also available as Ch 
14 of J. Carter (ed.) Understanding Religious Sacrifice. A Reader.)  

Hansen, Thomas Blom. 1999. The Saffron Wave. Democracy and Hindu Nationalism 
in Modern India, Princeton University Press. 

Hubert, H. and M. Mauss. Sacrifice: It’s Nature and Function. Pp 9-13, 95-103. (Also 
available as Ch 5 of J. Carter (ed.) Understanding Religious Sacrifice. A Reader.)  

Reynell, Josephine. 1984. “Renunciation and Ostentation: A Jain Paradox” in 
Cambridge Journal of Anthropology, (9): 3 pp. 20-33 

Ridhi Kashyap& Valerie A. Lewis (2013) “British Muslim youth and religious 
fundamentalism: a quantitative investigation” in Ethnic and Racial Studies 
(36):12 pp: 2117-2140 

Sen Atreyee (2007) Shiv Sena Women: Violence and Communalism in a Bombay 
Slum. London: Hurst and Co 

Sindre Bangstad, OddbjørnLeirvik& John R. Bowen (2014) “Anthropologists are 
Talking’:About Islam, Muslims and Law in Contemporary Europe” in Ethnos 
(79):1 pp. 138-157 

Pnina Werbner “The Predicament of Diaspora and Millennial Islam: Reflections on 
September 11, 20011” in Ethnicites (4): 4 pp. 451–476 

 

Class Session 
Film screening: “Jesus Camp” (2006) by Heidi Ewing and Rachel Grady 
 
Tutorial Reading 
Ghassem-Fachandi, P. 2010. “Ahimsa, Identification and Sacrifice in the Gujarat 

Pogrom” in Social Anthropology. 18 (2): 155-75  
 

Question to answer in your response 



 

2016-17 Ritual & Religion 11 

 What is the role and use of language in the incitement of collective violence by 
one religious community against another? 

 

Week 7: Secularism, Non-Belief and Atheism 
What does it mean to tick the box on the census form that says ‘no religion’, or to 
identify as a ‘non-practicing Christian’ a ‘lapsed Catholic’ or a ‘secular Jew’? What is 
the difference between secularism, atheism and anti-clericalism? In this lecture we will 
explore some of these categories and labels and the political and social consequences 
that they have given rise to in different parts of the world.  
 

Lecture Reading 

*Asad, T. 2003.‘What would an anthropology of the secular look like?’ In Formations 

of the Secular. Stanford University Press. 

Blanes. R. 2006. The Atheist Anthropologist. Believers and non-believers in 

anthropological fieldwork.  Social Anthropology(14) 2: 223–23 

*Blanes and Oustinova-Stjepanovic. 2015. ‘Introduction’ to Special Issue: 

Ethnographies of Atheism and non-religion. Social Analysis. 59 (2). 

Cannell. F. 2010. The Anthropology of Secularism. Annual Review of Anthropology 

Vol. 39: 85-100 

Engelke. M. 2015a The Coffin Question: Death and Materiality in Humanist Funerals. 

Material Religion 11(1): 26-49. 

2015b. Good without God. Happiness and pleasure among the humanists. Hau: 

Journal of Ethnographic theory 5 (3): 69–91  

Quack, Johannes. 2012. Organized Atheism in India: An Overview. In Journal of 

Contemporary Religion 27 (1): 67-85. 

Woodhead, Linda. 2013. ‘Neither Religious nor Secular: The British Situation and the 

implication for Religion-State relations.’ In Contesting Secularism. Comparative 

Perspectives. Edited by Anders Berg-Serenson. Ashgate 

 

Class Session 

Film – Vote of Faith by Maya Mayblin 

 

Tutorial Reading 

Engelke. M. 2015a The Coffin Question: Death and Materiality in Humanist Funerals. 

Material Religion 11(1): 26-49. 

 

And any one of the ethnographic articles in the Special Issue of Social Analysis (2015) 

59(2) ‘Ethnographies of Atheism and non-religion’. Edited by RuyBlanes and Galina 

Oustinova-Stjepanovic.  

 

Question to answer in your response 

 How might a ‘materiality’ approach help an anthropologist interested in 

questions of non-belief? 

 

 

Week 8: The Cognitive Science of Religion 

This week we will explore the work of anthropologists of religion who draw both from 

the humanities and the findings of cognitive science. Is religion best investigated in 

terms of psychological evolution and cognition? Does this expand or narrow our 

understanding of religious phenomena? 

 

Lecture Reading 



 

2016-17 Ritual & Religion 12 

Astuti, Rita. 2007. Ancestors and the Afterlife. In Religion, Anthropology and Cognitive 

Science Harvey Whitehouse and James Laidlaw (eds). Durham, NC: Carolina 

Academic Press: 161-178. 

Bloch, Maurice. 2011. The Blob. Anthropology of This Century. Issue 1. (available at 

http://aotcpress.com/  

Boyer, Pascal. 2003. Religious Thought and Behaviour as By-products of Brain 

Function. Trends in Cognitive Science 7 (3): 119-124. 

*Guthrie, Stewart. 1980. A Cognitive Theory of Religion [and Comments and Reply] 

Current Anthropology 21 (2): 181- 203 

Sperber, Dan. 1985. Anthropology and Psychology: Towards an Epidemiology of 

Representations. Man 20(1): 73-89. 

Stafford, Charles. 2007. What is Interesting about Chinese Religion. In D. Berliner and 

R. Sarro (eds.) Learning Religion. Oxford: Berghahn Books. 177-190. 

 

Class Session 

Course Quizz 

 

Tutorial Readings 

Lurhman, Tanya M. 2004. Metakinesis: How god becomes intimate in contemporary 

U.S. Christianity. American Anthropologist, 106 (3): 518-528 

Lambek, M. 2012. ‘Facing Religion, From Anthropology.’ Anthropology of this Century. 
4. May 2012 (online journal: http://aotcpress.com/articles/facing-religion-
anthropology/).  

 

Questions to answer in your response to Luhrmann 

1. How might Luhrmann’s informants respond to this article? (E.g. Would they like 

it? Disagree with it? Find it of no consequence to their faith?) 

2. Are individual psychological explanations for religious behavior necessarily any 

more fundamental than sociological explanations? 

 

Question to answer in your response to Lambek 

 Isolate one of the claims that Lambek makes about religion in this piece and 

relate it to one of the points made in the Week 7 or Week 8 lecture. 

 

 

Week 9: Debates About Definitions (Geertz Versus Asad) 

In this lecture we will examine a controversy that would seem to mark a break between 
two influential approaches to the anthropology of religion. Geertz’s 1960s essay on 
‘Religion as a Cultural System’ was a landmark in the move away from sociological or 
psychological explanations of religious phenomena, and towards the concern with 
symbols and meanings that dominated the anthropology of the 1970s and early 1980s. 
Asad’s critique of Geertz drew partly on his own background in Oxford anthropology, 
but also on the influence of thinkers like Michel Foucault. For Asad, the very idea of 
“religion” as a bounded and distinctive domain of human activity is grounded in 
unexamined assumptions based on European Protestant history.  

 

Lecture Reading 

*Asad, T. 1993 [1983]. The Construction of Religion as an Anthropological Category. 
Man. n.s. (revised version published in Asad Genealogies of Religion: Discipline 
and Reasons of Power in Christianity and Islam. Stanford UP)  

*Geertz, C. 1963 [1973]. “Religion as a Cultural System.” in The Interpretation of 
Cultures. Also in M. Banton (ed) Anthropological Approaches to the Study of 
Religion. Routledge. 

http://aotcpress.com/
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Asad, T. 2003. Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity. Stanford UP. 

Bangstad. S. 2009. “Contesting Secularism/s: Secularism and Islam in the Work of 
Talal Asad” in Anthropological Theory. 9 (2): 188-208.  

Caton, S. 2006. “What is an “Authorizing Discourse”? In D. Scott and C. Hirschkind 
(eds) Powers of the Secular Modern: Talal Asad and his Interlocutors. Stanford 
UP.  

Geertz, C. 1960. The Religion of Java. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.  
Geertz, C. 2005. “Shifting Aims, Moving Targets: On the Anthropology of Religion” in 

Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute. 11(1): 1-15  

 

Class Session 

Group Debate: The category ‘religion’ is more unhelpful than it is helpful to 
anthropological analysis and should therefore be discarded.  

 

Tutorial Reading 

D. Scott and C. Hirschkind. 2006. “Introduction: The Anthropological Scepticism of 
Talal Asad” in Powers of the Secular Modern: Talal Asad and his Interlocutors. 
Stanford UP.  

 

Questions to answer in your response 

1. Why is the history of colonialism important in understanding in the study of 
religion? 

2. Are biases still inherent in the study of religion and religious communities?   

 
 

Week 10: Reviewing the Links 

In this lecture we will look back over the course as a whole and draw out the various 

connections between the weeks. We will generate mock exam questions, play a game 

called ‘get inside the examiner’s head’, present revision tips and talk about what to 

expect from feedback. 

 
 

Week 11: Reading Week 

There will be no lecture. Course lecturers and tutors will be available for individual 

meetings for feedback or guidance with any part of the course.  

Please book a meeting in advance if you wish to make use of their availability.  
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Appendix 1: General Information 

 

Students with Disabilities 

The School welcomes disabled students with disabilities (including those with specific 
learning difficulties such as dyslexia) and is working to make all its courses as 
accessible as possible. If you have a disability special needs which means that you 
may require adjustments to be made to ensure access to lectures, tutorials or exams, 
or any other aspect of your studies, you can discuss these with your Student Support 
Officer or Personal Tutor who will advise on the appropriate procedures. 
 
You can also contact the Student Disability Service, based on the University of 
Edinburgh, Third Floor, Main Library, You can find their details as well as information 
on all of the support they can offer at: http://www.ed.ac.uk/student-disability-service  
 

Learning Resources for Undergraduates 

The Study Development Team at the Institute for Academic Development (IAD) 
provides resources and workshops aimed at helping all students to enhance their 
learning skills and develop effective study techniques. Resources and workshops 
cover a range of topics, such as managing your own learning, reading, note-making, 
essay and report writing, exam preparation and exam techniques. 
 
The study development resources are housed on ‘LearnBetter’ (undergraduate), part 
of Learn, the University’s virtual learning environment.  Follow the link from the IAD 
Study Development web page to enrol: www.ed.ac.uk/iad/undergraduates 
 
Workshops are interactive: they will give you the chance to take part in activities, have 
discussions, exchange strategies, share ideas and ask questions. They are 90 minutes 
long and held on Wednesday afternoons at 1.30pm or 3.30pm. The schedule is 
available from the IAD Undergraduate web page (see above). 
 
Workshops are open to all undergraduates but you need to book in advance, using the 
MyEd booking system. Each workshop opens for booking two weeks before the date 
of the workshop itself. If you book and then cannot attend, please cancel in advance 
through MyEd so that another student can have your place. (To be fair to all students, 
anyone who persistently books on workshops and fails to attend may be barred from 
signing up for future events). 
 
Study Development Advisors are also available for an individual consultation if you 
have specific questions about your own approach to studying, working more 
effectively, strategies for improving your learning and your academic work. Please 
note, however, that Study Development Advisors are not subject specialists so they 
cannot comment on the content of your work. They also do not check or proof read 
students' work. 
 
To make an appointment with a Study Development Advisor, email: 
iad.study@ed.ac.uk  
 
(For support with English Language, you should contact the English Language 
Teaching Centre). 
 

Discussing Sensitive Topics  

The discipline of Social Anthropology addresses a number of topics that some might 
find sensitive or, in some cases, distressing.  You should read this course handbook 

http://www.ed.ac.uk/student-disability-service
http://www.ed.ac.uk/iad/undergraduates
mailto:iad.study@ed.ac.uk


 

2016-17 Ritual & Religion 15 

carefully and if there are any topics that you may feel distressed by you should seek 
advice from the course organiser and/or your Personal Tutor. 
 
For more general issues you may consider seeking the advice of the Student 
Counselling Service, http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/student-counselling  
 

Guide to Using LEARN for Online Tutorial Sign-Up 

The following is a guide to using LEARN to sign up for your tutorial.  If you have any 
problems using the LEARN sign up, please contact the course secretary by email 
(Ewen.Miller@ed.ac.uk). 
 
Tutorial sign up will open on Monday 19 September 2016 and will close on Friday 23 
September 2016. 
 
Step 1 – Accessing LEARN course pages 
Access to LEARN is through the MyEd Portal.  You will be given a log-in and password 
during Welcome Week.  Once you are logged into MyEd, you should see a tab called 
‘Courses’ which will list the active LEARN pages for your courses under ‘myLEARN’. 
 
Step 2 – Welcome to LEARN 
Once you have clicked on the relevant course from the list, you will see the Course 
Content page.  There will be icons for the different resources available, including one 
called ‘Tutorial Sign Up’.  Please take note of any instructions there. 
 
Step 3 – Signing up for your Tutorial 
Clicking on Tutorial Sign Up will take you to the sign up page where all the available 
tutorial groups are listed along with the running time and location. 
 
Once you have selected the group you would like to attend, click on the ‘Sign up’ 
button. A confirmation screen will display.  
 
IMPORTANT: If you change your mind after having chosen a tutorial you cannot go 
back and change it and you will need to email the course secretary.  Reassignments 
once tutorials are full or after the sign-up period has closed will only be made in 
exceptional circumstances. 
 
Tutorials have restricted numbers and it is important to sign up as soon as possible. 
The tutorial sign up will only be available until Friday 23 September 2016 so that 
everyone is registered to a group ahead of tutorials commencing in Week 2.  If you 
have not yet signed up for a tutorial by this time you will be automatically assigned to 
a group which you will be expected to attend. 
 
External Examiner 
The External Examiner for the Social Anthropology Honours programme is: TBC. 
  

http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/student-counselling
mailto:Ewen.Miller@ed.ac.uk
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Appendix 2: Coursework Submission and Penalties 

 

Penalties that can be applied to your work and how to avoid them. 

There are three types of penalties that can be applied to your course work and these 
are listed below. Students must read the full description on each of these at: 
http://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/undergrad/current_students/teaching_and_learning/assessm
ent_and_regulations/coursework_penalties 
  
Make sure you are aware of each of these penalties and know how to avoid them. 
Students are responsible for taking the time to read guidance and for ensuring their 
coursework submissions comply with guidance.  
 
 

 Incorrect submission Penalty  
When a piece of coursework is submitted to our Electronic Submission System (ELMA) 
that does not comply with our submission guidance (wrong format, incorrect document, 
no cover sheet etc.) a penalty of 5 marks will be applied to students work. 
 

 Lateness Penalty 
If you miss the submission deadline for any piece of assessed work 5 marks will be 
deducted for each calendar day that work is late, up to a maximum of seven 
calendar days (35 marks).  Thereafter, a mark of zero will be recorded.  There is no 
grace period for lateness and penalties begin to apply immediately following the 
deadline. 
 

 Word Count Penalty  
The penalty for excessive word length in coursework is one mark deducted for each 
additional 20 words over the limit.  
Word limits vary across subject areas and submissions, so check your course 
handbook. Make sure you know what is and what is not included in the word count. 
Again, check the course handbook for this information. 
You will not be penalised for submitting work below the word limit.  However, you 
should note that shorter essays are unlikely to achieve the required depth and that this 
will be reflected in your mark. 
 

ELMA: Submission and Return of Coursework 

Coursework is submitted online using our electronic submission system, ELMA.  You 
will not be required to submit a paper copy of your work. 
  
Marked coursework, grades and feedback will be returned to you via ELMA.  You will 
not receive a paper copy of your marked course work or feedback.  
 
For details of how to submit your course work to ELMA, please see our webpages 
here. Remember, there is a 5 mark incorrect submission penalty, so read the guidance 
carefully and follow it to avoid receiving this.  
 

Extensions: New policy applicable for years 1-4 

From September 2016, there will be a new extensions policy that applies to all courses 
in the school from years one to four.    
 
If you have good reason for not meeting a coursework deadline, you may request an 
extension. Before you request an extension, make sure you have read all the guidance 
on our webpages and take note of the key points below. You will also be able to access 
the online extension request form through our webpages. 

http://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/undergrad/current_students/teaching_and_learning/assessment_and_regulations/coursework_penalties
http://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/undergrad/current_students/teaching_and_learning/assessment_and_regulations/coursework_penalties
http://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/undergrad/current_students/teaching_and_learning/assessment_and_regulations/submission_guidance
http://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/undergrad/current_students/teaching_and_learning/assessment_and_regulations/submission_guidance
http://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/undergrad/current_students/teaching_and_learning/assessment_and_regulations/coursework_penalties
http://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/undergrad/current_students/teaching_and_learning/assessment_and_regulations/requesting_an_extension
http://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/undergrad/current_students/teaching_and_learning/assessment_and_regulations/requesting_an_extension
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 Extensions are granted for 7 calendar days. 

 Extension requests must be submitted no later than 24 hours before the 
coursework deadline. 

 If you miss the deadline for requesting an extension for a valid reason, you 
should submit your coursework as soon as you are able, and apply for Special 
Circumstances to disregard penalties for late submission. You should also 
contact your Student Support Officer or Personal Tutor and make them aware 
of your situation. 

 If you have a valid reason and require an extension of more than 7 calendar 
days, you should submit your coursework as soon as you are able, and apply 
for Special Circumstances to disregard penalties for late submission. You 
should also contact your Student Support Officer or Personal Tutor and make 
them aware of your situation. 

 If you have a Learning Profile from the Disability Service allowing you potential 
for flexibility over deadlines, you must still make an extension request for this 
to be taken into account. 

 

Exam Feedback and Viewing Exam Scripts 

General exam feedback will be provided for all courses with an examination.  General 
feedback will be uploaded to the relevant course learn page within 24 hours of the 
overall marks for the course being returned to Students.  
 
Students who sit the exam will also receive individual feedback. The relevant Course 
Secretary will contact students to let them know when this is available and how to 
access it.  
 
If students wish to view their scripts for any reason, they must contact the relevant 
Course Secretary via email to arrange this. 
 

Plagiarism Guidance for Students: Avoiding Plagiarism 

Material you submit for assessment, such as your essays, must be your own work.  
You can, and should, draw upon published work, ideas from lectures and class 
discussions, and (if appropriate) even upon discussions with other students, but you 
must always make clear that you are doing so.  Passing off anyone else’s work 
(including another student’s work or material from the Web or a published author) as 
your own is plagiarism and will be punished severely. 
 
When you upload your work to ELMA you will be asked to check a box to confirm the 
work is your own.  All submissions will be run through ‘Turnitin’, our plagiarism 
detection software. Turnitin compares every essay against a constantly-updated 
database, which highlights all plagiarised work.  Assessed work that contains 
plagiarised material will be awarded a mark of zero, and serious cases of plagiarism 
will also be reported to the College Academic Misconduct officer.  In either case, the 
actions taken will be noted permanently on the student's record.  For further details 
on plagiarism see the Academic Services’ website: 
 
http://www.ed.ac.uk/academic-services/staff/discipline/plagiarism 
 

Data Protection Guidance for Students 

In most circumstances, students are responsible for ensuring that their work with 
information about living, identifiable individuals complies with the requirements of the 
Data Protection Act. The document, Personal Data Processed by Students, provides 
an explanation of why this is the case.  It can be found, with advice on data protection 

http://www.ed.ac.uk/academic-services/staff/discipline/plagiarism
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compliance and ethical best practice in the handling of information about living, 
identifiable individuals, on the Records Management section of the University website 
at: 
 
http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/records-management-section/data-
protection/guidance-policies/dpforstudents 
 
 
 

 

http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/records-management-section/data-protection/guidance-policies/dpforstudents
http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/records-management-section/data-protection/guidance-policies/dpforstudents

