REL 3210 Religion, Violence and Nonviolence, Fall 08

Professor Dr. Michael Stoltzfus

Office: Ashley Hall, Room 112

Office Hours: M, W 10:30-12:00 or by appointment

Phone: 333-7377 or 333-5949; Email: mjstoltz@valdosta.edu
Course Description


This course will explore the alliance between religion, violence, and nonviolence in a variety of religious traditions and cultural contexts.  We will explore the historical, social, ideological, political, and textual contexts that inspire some to use religion to instigate hate and killing while inspiring others to active nonviolence and compassion.  Central questions that inform the content of this course include the following:  What is the logic that provides moral justifications for religious violence and nonviolence?  Why do Monotheistic religions (Christianity, Islam, and Judaism) have the most violent historical traditions?  Does religious violence represent an aberration born of human weakness or a logical result of religious teachings?  How might religious traditions transform themselves in order to root out violence and become the bearers of compassion, peace, and tolerance?  These and other questions will be addressed through lectures, guest speakers from a variety of religious traditions, class discussions, films, and primary and secondary texts.  

Learning Outcomes
1. Students will learn basic themes, methods, and issues in religious studies.

2. Students will investigate the historical, cultural, political, and textual contexts that function to legitimate religious violence and religious nonviolence.
3. Students will analyze the logic that functions to justify violence and nonviolence.
4. Students will learn basic themes in Christianity, Islam, Judaism, and Buddhism.

5. Students will think critically about religious belief and practice.

6. Students will acknowledge pluralism in the field of religion.

All of the outcomes mentioned above directly relate to departmental educational outcomes 1, 2, 3 & 4 and to VSU general education outcomes 2, 3, 4, 6, 7 & 8.  
Special Services Information:  Students requesting classroom accommodations or modifications because of a documented disability must contact the Access Office for Students with Disabilities located in room 1115 Nevins Hall.  The phone numbers are 245-2498 (voice) and 219-1348 (tty).

Cell Phone Policy:  Cell phones and other wireless distraction devices should be neither seen nor heard in the classroom setting.  If I see or hear a cell phone during official class hours, then I maintain the option of confiscating the phone for a twenty-four hour period.  Confiscated phones may be picked up in Ashley Hall room 109 (via departmental secretary) at the appropriate time.  Please keep cell phones removed from the classroom.

Online Pilot Project:  This course is part of a pilot project this semester, testing a new online Student Opinion of Instruction (SOI) form.  Rather than completing these evaluations during class time, students will need to access evaluation forms via BANNER and complete them in a period from November 24-December 8, 2008.  You will only complete evaluations online for the classes that are part of this pilot project.  Please take the time to complete this important evaluation (or opt out of providing an evaluation) during the designated period.  If you do not do so, you will not be able to access the grade for this class, scheduled to be posted on December 15, 2008.  
Required Texts

1. Mark Juergensmeyer. Terror in the Mind of God: The Global Rise of Religious Violence

2. Charles Kimball.  When Religion Becomes Evil: Five Warning Signs
3. Mark Kurlansky.  Nonviolence: Twenty-five lessons from the History of a Dangerous Idea
4. Curtiss Deyoung.  Living Faith:  How Faith Inspires Social Justice   

Course Requirements and Grading

1. Class Participation, Preparation, and Attendance (10% of course grade).  If you prepare for class, attend class, and participate in class discussions you will do well in this portion of your grade.  Preparation means that you have read the material, have written your reflection paper and are ready to discuss issues with the class.  You are allowed one unexcused absence in this course.  For each additional unexcused absence two percentage points will be subtracted from your final grade.
2. Reading Reflection Papers (20% of course grade).  You are required to write nine short reading reflection papers as you read the assigned chapters (weeks 2-10).  Your reflection should concentrate on one and only one of the assigned chapters. Reflection papers will be turned in at the end of class each Wednesday.  Reflection papers will be evaluated on a five point scale.  Each journal entry should do three things in a double-spaced three paragraph one page typed response:  

a. Paragraph 1:  summarize the basic content of the chapter
b. Paragraph 2:  state the most important thing you learned about religion and violence/nonviolence from the reading

c. Paragraph 3:  articulate one or more strengths and weaknesses evident in the reading from your own perspective
3. Reading quizzes (20% of course grade).  At the beginning of class on Wednesdays (weeks 2-10) there will be a short quiz that covers the assigned reading material for that week.  If you do your assigned readings each week, then you should do well on these quizzes.  These quizzes cannot be made up if you are late or absent.  
4. Take-home Essay (20% of course grade).  The essay assignment will be handed out on September 22 and will be due on October 8th.  It will cover the material covered during the first eight weeks of class. 
5. Research Paper (20% of course grade).  Select a relevant topic of your choice and write a ten page research paper.  In addition to class texts and other appropriate reference materials, you are required to cite at least five peer-reviewed academic journals in your paper.  Please maintain the following schedule:

a. Prepare a written research paper topic proposal due on September 18

b. Prepare a written outline and reference list due on October 8
c. Bring a hard copy draft of your paper to class on October 29 
d. Your final draft is due at the beginning of class on December 3rd
     Some suggestions regarding research topics:

i. Any relevant issue of your choice is fine

ii. Religion, colonization, conversion, and violence

iii. Religious justifications for slavery and abolition

iv. Religious subjugation of women/liberation of women

v. Religion and war/religious pacifism and nonviolent movements

vi. Scripture and violence/scripture and peace

vii. Religion and the ongoing “War on Terrorism”  

viii. Religious justifications for violence (cosmic war, scripture, apocalyptic thought, martyrdom, demonization, other)

ix. Religion, sexuality, violence and intimacy

x. Religious violence and specific conflicts (Israel/Palestine; India/Pakistan; Northern Ireland; other)

xi. Religion and nonviolent conflict resolution 

xii. Specific important figures:  King, Gandhi, etc.

6. Class Presentation and Discussion (10%).  During the last five weeks of the term, students will present their research to the class and respond to questions from the class.  All presentations should follow the following format:

a. Summarize your research/present your topic (20minutes)
b. Respond to questions/comments from the class (10 minutes)
The grading scale is as follows:  90% to 100% = A; 80% to 89% = B; 70% to 79% = C; 60% to 69% = D; 59% and below = F

Course Schedule

Week 1:  Introduction to course:  Religion, Violence and Nonviolence—Setting the Stage


Read:  Kimball, intro. & ch. 1; Juergensmeyer, xi-xvii & ch. 1

Week 2:  Religious Extremism and Violence 


Read: Juergensmeyer, chaps. 2, 3 & 4   

Week 3:  Cosmic Images of Good and Evil as Justifications for Violence 


Read:  Juergensmeyer, chaps. 7, 8 & 9

Week 4:  Logic of Religious Violence


Read:  Juergensmeyer. chaps. 10 & 11; Kimball ch. 2 

Week 5:  Absolute Truth, Obedience, and Apocalypse


Read:  Kimball, chaps. 3, 4 & 5
Week 6:  Holy War or Inclusive Community


Read:  Kimball, chaps. 6 & 7; Kurlansky, pp. 5-28.
Week 7:  Religion and Nonviolence

Read: Kurlansky, pp. 31-107.
Week 8:  Nonviolence: A Dangerous Idea

Read: Kurlansky, pp. 110-182.
Week 9:  Faith Inspiring Justice

Read:  Deyoung, pp. 1-87.
Week 10:  Faith Inspiring Justice

Read:  Deyoung, pp. 88-157.
Week 11:  Research presentations

Week 12:  Research presentations

Week 13:  Research presentations

Week 14:  Research presentations

Week 15:  Research presentations 

