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Prof. Catherine Wanner 
Visiting Fulbright Scholar 
Ukrainian Catholic University   
cew10@psu.edu      
 

Anthropological Approaches to the Study of Religion:  Part I Methods and Theories  
 

Tuesdays, 17, 24 September; and Tuesdays 1, 8, 15, 22 October 2019 
11:50-13:10 in Academic Building, Room 007 

All students invited to the Working Group on Religion in the Black Sea Region conference 
at UCU 19-20 September 2019 

 
Course Description 
 
This course offers an introduction to the anthropological study of religious experience with 
particular emphasis on ritual practice. We will learn the methods of anthropological research, 
including interviewing, oral history and participant observation.  We will discuss the main 
theoretical and conceptual themes in the anthropological study of religion and ask such questions 
as:  What is the relationship between religion and society? Does religion necessarily imply belief 
in a God or sacred beings? What do religious traditions share in common and how are they 
different? The goal will be to discover how the study of “lived religion” can complement the 
theological, sociological and historical study of religion. This course will prepare students to 
develop their own research project and conduct ethnographic research over the winter. 
 
Each class will begin with introductory comments by the instructor, followed by a student 
presentation and class discussion. At first, we will explore traditional anthropological themes, 
such as animism, magic, and ritual. We will then focus on crucial contemporary issues, such as 
debates over secularism, religious violence, blasphemy, globalization, nationalism and the 
emergence of "new age" spirituality. Most of the conceptual readings will be matched by an 
ethnographic case study illustrating the theories and concepts we will study.  The readings for 
this course and the assignments outlined here might be modified according to student interests, 
abilities and enrollment.  
 
Course Objectives: 
1) To introduce students to a variety of anthropological approaches to the study of religion. 
2) To develop an understanding of the major components of religious phenomena. 
3) To learn important theories and concepts in the cross-cultural study of religion. 
4) To present a wide selection of ethnographic case studies from around the world. 
5) To facilitate appreciation for similarities and diversity within human spiritual experiences. 
 
Readings:  All readings will be available to students electronically on the cms system.  
 
Relevant blogs and online journals: 
• The Immanent Frame: Secularism, Religion, and the Public Sphere, http://blogs.ssrc.org/tif/ 
• Killing the Buddha, http://killingthebuddha.com/ 
• Huffington Post Religion, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/religion/ 
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• Catholics and Cultures, https://www.catholicsandcultures.org/ 
• New Religious Cultures in Post-Soviet Russia, https://newageru.hypotheses.org/ 
 
Course Requirements: 
1) Class Participation (20 %) This class is a mixture of lecture and discussion. 
You should come to each class having read the readings and prepared with questions and 
comments. We will sometimes begin the class by sharing these questions and comments. 
 
2) In-class presentation (15 %). Students will make an in-class presentation based on the 
readings assigned for class on a particular day. What were the author(s) main points? How do 
they relate to previous readings? 
 
3) Mind Maps (20%) One of the primary aims of this course is to help you to see the 
interconnections between theoretical developments in sociocultural anthropology. During the 
course you will develop an on-going schematic diagram that helps you to see how key theoretical 
contributions relate to and differ from one another. Your mind map can also track the 
relationships between developments in anthropological theory and larger political and 
intellectual movements. These mind maps are primarily designed to be a study tool for you. They 
will be handed in during the final week of the course. Students can choose to work alone or with 
one other student. This is optional for Master’s students. 
 
4) Media Journal (20%) Track articles related to contemporary religious issues in 
the media. Each student is required to make a digital scrapbook of textual and visual clips that 
relate to religion. You can draw on materials from around the world or focus on issues in 
Ukraine. The purpose is to become aware of the centrality of religion in social and political life. 
A minimum of 10 items is required. You will turn in your journal the final week of the Fall 
course. Ideally, the media journal should help you select and develop a research topic. 
 
5) Final Presentation (25 %). Each student will make a final presentation in the last week of class 
based on the original research they propose to do over the winter months.  Each student is free to 
choose a topic of his/her choice. If you are having difficulty choosing a topic, see the instructor. 
 
Course Outline 
Readings might change based on the interests of the class. 
 
Week 1 Introduction to the Course, Defining Religion, and Creating a Research Question 
 
• Jonathan Z. Smith, “Religion, Religions, Religious” 
• Clifford Geertz, “Religion as a Cultural System.” 
• Talal Asad, “The Construction of Religion as an Anthropological Category” 
• Jack Eller, “Studying Religion Anthropologically,” pp. 12-20  
• Catherine Wanner, “What is this thing we call Religion?” 
 
Week 2 Conducting Ethnographic Research 
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• Bernard, H. Russell. 2002. Chapters 9: Interviewing, 10: Structured Interviewing I, Structured 
Interviewing II, In: Research Methods in Anthropology: Qualitative and Quantitative 
Approaches. Altamira Press. (excerpts). 
• Charles L. Briggs, 1986. Learning how to ask: a sociolinguistic appraisal of the role of the 
interview in social science research. Cambridge University Press.  (excerpts) 
• Karen O'Reilly, Key concepts in ethnography. Los Angeles: SAGE. (excerpts) 
•  American Anthropological Association Statement of Ethics:  
http://ethics.aaanet.org/ethics-statement-0-preamble/ 

 
Week 3 Theories of Religion 
• Emily Durkheim, Elementary Forms of Religious Life (excerpt) 
• Max Weber, The Protestant Ethics and the Spirit of Capitalism (excerpt) 
• Freud, Totem and Taboo (pp. 3-26; 98-130) 
• Marx and Engels, “On Religion” (excerpt) 
 
Week 4 Key Concepts: Ritual and Symbolic Communication 
• You should have a clear idea for a research project by now. If not, see the instructor. 

 
• Victor Turner “Liminality and Communitas” 
• Arnold Van Gennep “The Rites of Passage” (excerpt) 
• Sherry Ortner, “On Key Symbols” 
• Case Study: Eric Wolf, “The Virgin of Guadalupe:  A Mexican National Symbol” 
 
Week 5 Magic, Science, and Religion 
 
•  Edward Tylor, “Religion in Primitive Culture” 
•  E. P. Evans-Pritchard, “Witchcraft, Oracles, and Magic Among the Azande” (1-33)  
• Galina Lindquist, “The Quest for the Authentic Shaman” 
• Caroline Humphrey, “Shamans in the City” 
• Anya Bernstein, “Shamanic Tourism and Cultural Production in the Olkhon Island” 
• Case Study: Film: “In Pursuit of the Siberian Shaman” 
 
Week 6 Material Culture and Religious Practice 
  
•  Alexandra Walsham, “Introduction: Relics and Remains” Past and Present 
• Thomas Laquer, “The Work of the Dead” (excerpt) 
• Angie Heo, “Imagining Holy Personhood:  Anthropological Thresholds of the Icon”  
• Manduhai Buyaldelgeriyn: “Dealing with Uncertainty: Shamans, Marginal Capitalism, 
and the Remaking of History in Postsocialist Mongolia,” 127-147 
• Heidi Campbell, Digital Religion (excerpt) 
• Tanya Richardson, “Living Cosmopolitanism? ‘Tolerance’ Religion and Local Identity in 
Odesa”  
• Case Study:  Laurel Kendall, “Of Hungry Ghosts and Matters of Consumption,” (excerpt:154-
177) 
 
Media Journal and Research Proposal Due by 29 October.   


