
ANT 4241 - Anthropology of Religion 
Tuesday & Thursday, 3:05-4:20pm 

Building 2, Room 2083 
Fall 2008 

 
Instructor: Gordon F.M. Rakita 
Office: Building 51, Room 1210 
e-mail: grakita@unf.edu 
website: www.unf.edu/~grakita 
Phone: 620-1658 
Office Hours:  Tuesday & Thursday  
  10:45am – 1:15pm 
 
COURSE SYLLABUS:  
This document is the syllabus for my Anthropology of Religion (ANT4241) course.  As such it is the controlling 
document for the class.  Below you will find most of the information you need to successfully pass this course.  You 
are responsible for knowing all the information presented in this document.  I will not accept any excuses that 
involve you not reading this syllabus and understanding its contents.  
 
COURSE GOALS:  
Anthropology is a cross-cultural, holistic, and bio-cultural endeavor and Anthropology’s approach to religion and 
ritual is no different.  This course is designed to provide an overview of the Anthropological perspective to religion, 
ritual, myth, and symbolic behavior.  Throughout the semester, we will examine the form, structure, purpose, and 
meaning of religious systems and their associated ritual or ceremonial forms from an Anthropological perspective.  
As part of this examination we will become familiar with theoretical frameworks utilized within Anthropology to 
understand religion (generally) and ritual (specifically).  Each of these theoretical frameworks will be placed within 
its historical context as well as related to concurrent developments in the history of the Anthropological discipline.  
Throughout the course, a number of modern, and ethnohistorically or archaeologically documented religious 
structures, ritual specialists, and ceremonies will be introduced that will allow us to explore the assumptions, and 
insights of the various frameworks utilized by Anthropologists. 
 
This is not a course in world religions, theology, religious studies, or divinity.  This is a course which will explore the 
Anthropological view of religious beliefs and practices.  We will not be debating the truth of any particular orthodoxy 
or orthopraxy.  Our goal will be to develop an Anthropological understanding of religion and ritual.  If you are unable 
to refrain from debating the veracity of religious traditions or beliefs of others, then you should seriously consider 
dropping this course. 
 
COURSE BLACKBOARD SITE: 
This course is accompanied and supported by a Blackboard website.  Each students officially enrolled in the course 
will have access to this site.  You will be required to retrieve required readings from the Blackboard site, so it is 
extremely important that you know how to access the Blackboard site and familiarize yourself with its content. 
 
REQUIRED READINGS:   
All required readings will be posted on the Blackboard site as Adobe PDF files.  Make sure the computer you are 
using to access the readings has the free Adobe PDF reader installed.  Some of the files are large, so it is 
recommended that you use a high bandwidth connection to retrieve them.  The readings are listed on the course 
schedule below and must be completed prior to the assigned due date.  Completing the required readings on time 
will significantly improve your chances of receiving a high grade in the course. 
 
Suggested Reading Strategies: 

• Always consider the historical and theoretical context of the author(s) 
• Take note of the goals or purpose of everything your read 
• Critically consider the perspective and bias of the author(s) 
• Read with a dictionary….take notes….put things in your own words…cut through the jargon 
• Write down questions that you might have or make note of passages that you don’t understand 
• Recognize that not everything that you will read is well-written and profoundly important…some of it is less 

relevant or important…consider how you can identify the author’s most significant points 



• The reading load for this course is fairly heavy….read smart, not hard…take in the whole reading and 
seriously assess what you need to get from every reading 

 
COURSE REQUIREMENTS/GRADE DETERMINANTS:   
Grades will be based upon ten (10) quizzes, one (1) presentation, two (2) exams, and participation in classroom 
discussions. 
 
Quizzes:  10 unannounced quizzes will be administered throughout the semester.  These quizzes will consist of 
questions about either lecture topics or questions drawn from the reading.  Quizzes will be graded on a √-, √, √+ 
system.  An invalid, incorrect, incomplete, or flawed answer (or not being present for a quiz) will result in a √-.  A 
merely correct answer will earn a √.  A truly exception answer will earn a √+.  A √- will equal 0 out of 10 possible 
points, a √ will equal 7 out of 10 points, and a √+ will equal a 10 out of 10 points.  No make up quizzes will be given 
without prior approval of the instructor.  Quizzes will represent 35% of student’s final grade. 
 
Presentation:  Each student will be required to make one (1) short, public presentation describing a religious ritual, 
ceremony, or religious performance to the class during the semester.  Students will be assigned a date (starting the 
third week of the semester) for their presentation.  Presentations should be approximately 5-10 minutes long and 
should describe in detail the ritual or ceremony.  Presentation topics must be drawn from a traditional, indigenous 
religious system.  No presentations topics from the major, world-wide religions (Christianity, Judaism, and Islam) 
will be accepted.  Example topics include the Zuni Shalako, Kayabi Jawosi songs and ritual, the Iwouwi’u initiation 
ritual of the Sambia, and the Ndembu Isoma healing ceremony.  Presentation topics must be approved by the 
instructor by the third (3rd) class period.  Failure to have your topic approved will result in a reduced presentation 
grade.  Presentations will constitute 15% of students’ final grades. 
 
Exams:  Two take home exams will be given during the semester; one at the mid-term and one at the end of the 
semester.  Each exam will be worth 20% of student’s final grade (for a total of 40%).  Students will be provided with 
the exam at the end of class on Tuesday of the exam week and will be expected to hand in their completed exam 
on the Thursday of that same week.  No late exams will be accepted for any reason.   
 
Exams should be completed on separate sheets of paper from the actual exam hand-out.  All pages should be 
stapled together.  I am not responsible if you do not place your name on your exam.  Exams should be typed and 
written in grammatical and complete sentences.  Points will be deducted for awkward, ungrammatical, or 
incomplete sentences.  You should expect that merely correct answers will receive a passing (average) grade.  If 
you wish to receive an outstanding score for a given exam question, it must truly be exceptional. 
 
Participation:  Participation in class discussions, debates, and activities is required and will influence your grade.  
10% of your final grade will be based upon your participation.  Thus, a lack of participation will negatively affect 
your grade.  I will strive to create a class atmosphere that is congenial, enjoyable, and relaxed.  However, I expect 
all students to treat each other and me with courtesy and respect.  All reasonable opinions regarding course 
materials will be acceptable for discussion and comment.  No opinions or speech which discriminates against or is 
derogatory towards others on the basis of race, ethnicity, national origin, religion, sex, sexual orientation, age, 
political affiliation, or disability will be tolerated.  Students expressing such opinions will be asked to leave the 
classroom immediately.  I reserve the right to re-direct or curtail discussions that diverge from the course goals or 
lecture topic.  I am happy to answer questions about the day’s topics during class (though I may ask that you defer 
your question till a more appropriate part of the class period).  You are also welcome to e-mail me questions. 
 
Attendance:  Attendance to class periods is not mandatory; however it is necessary for successful completion of 
the course.  As part of your grade will be based upon participation, if you do not attend class regularly, you will have 
a reduced participation grade.  Moreover, a great deal of the learning of this course will occur during class period 
discussions.  These discussions will be the only way you can learn some of the important information you need to 
succeed in this course.  If you must miss a class period, it is your responsibility to make sure you find out the 
information that you missed.  I suggest you find a classmate at the beginning of the semester who is willing to share 
their notes with you if you do miss a class (and vice versa).  Do not ask me to provide a copy of my lecture notes or 
slides.  Late arrival to class is disruptive and impolite to both the other students and me.  Therefore, I reserve the 
right to deduct points from your final grade and habitual tardiness will result in a lowered final grade.   
 
Extra Credit:  No extra credit projects will be available.  The only way to receive a passing grade in this course is to 
complete the course requirements.  Do not assume that you can “blow off” assignments and then expect me to 
provide you with a way to improve your grade.  Treat each assignment as though it will have an effect upon your 
final grade in the course (because it will). 



 
The final grading scheme is as follows: 
Criteria/Item No. Value per Total value 
Quizzes 10 3.5% 35% 
Presentation 1 15% 15% 
Exam 1 (Due: Oct 9th) 1 20% 20% 
Exam 2 (Due: Dec 4th) 1 20% 20% 
Participation   10% 

  TOTAL 100% 
 
Final course grades will be based upon the following categories: 100-93 (A), 92-90 (A-), 89-87 (B+), 86-83 (B), 82-
80 (B-), 79-77 (C+), 76-70 (C), 69-60 (D), ≤59 (F). I keep my grade book in Microsoft Excel, and use it to calculate 
and round off final grades.  If you prefer for your grade to be rounded off by a different method than the one used 
by Excel, then I encourage you to contact Microsoft Corporation directly and ask that they make the appropriate 
change to their software and issue a version update. 
 
As per my interpretation of a student’s privacy rights as guaranteed by The Family Educational Rights and Privacy 
Act (FERPA) (20 U.S.C. § 1232g; 34 CFR Part 99), I will not discuss individual grades via e-mail or the phone.  You 
must see me in person to discuss the specifics of your grade.  The student handbook outlines procedures for 
students wishing to appeal academic decisions. 
 
Any student found engaging in academic misconduct (as defined by the University of North Florida) will be 
subject to appropriate disciplinary action. The current student handbook contains a detailed discussion of the 
University’s policy on academic misconduct.  Violations of academic integrity include; cheating, fabrication or 
falsification of information or documents, plagiarism (presentation of another’s work as one’s own), abuse of 
academic materials, and complicity in academic misconduct.  Students may be subject to any and all of the 
following; academic counseling, reprimand, a failing grade for the assignment that involved the misconduct, a failing 
grade for the course, and referral of the behavior to the Departmental Chair or appropriate Dean.  The student 
handbook outlines procedures for students wishing to appeal the academic decisions of the Professor. 
 
The United States government, the University of North Florida, and I are all committed to guaranteeing a 
learning environment in which reasonable accommodations are made for individuals with disabilities.  In 
accordance with the federal Americans with Disabilities Act of 1999, any students in need of assistance or 
alternative learning arrangements are encouraged to contact either me or the University’s Disabled Services 
Program office (located in Building 10, Room 1201, 620-2769 Voice/TDD, 620-3874 FAX, URL: 
http://www.unf.edu/dept/disabled-services/). 
 
E-MAIL: 
E-mail is often the best method for communicating with me and I encourage you to e-mail me whenever you may 
have a question, concern, or comment.  E-mailing me is also an excellent way for you to make sure I remember 
something.  (I will often ask students to e-mail me so that I have a tangible reminder of what I might need to do to 
assist them.)  Please make sure you identify yourself (full name) and which of my courses you are taking.  If I do 
not know who you are, then I can not assist you.  Make sure your return e-mail address is correct and operational.  
If my reply bounces, I will not try again.  Use proper punctuation, spelling, grammar, complete sentences, etc.  DO 
NOT use text-messaging abbreviations.  If I can not understand your message, then I can not assist you.  If you are 
writing an e-mail longer than a paragraph or two, then consider speaking to me in person.  I respond to all e-mails 
as quickly as possible.  In some cases this may take a day or two.  Do not assume that I received your message 
unless you receive a reply back from me.  Please do not forget that UNF e-mail is a public form a communication.  
As such, I do not discuss the specifics of anyone’s grades via e-mail. 
 
CELL PHONES, PAGERS, & OTHER WIRELESS COMMUNICATION DEVICES:  All such devices must be turned 
off during class periods.  Consistent disregard of this course rule will result in a lowered course grade.  Students 
who require an exception to this rule may discuss the situation with me.   
 
OFFICE HOURS:  My office hours are listed above.  If you need to meet with me and can not meet during these 
times, please contact me.  I am happy to arrange a time to meet that is convenient for both of us.  Please take 
advantage of my office hours to come see me and discuss questions or concerns you might have.  If you are 
interested in majoring or minoring in Anthropology, my office hours are a good time to discuss this option with me.  
It is sometimes necessary for me to cancel my scheduled office hours.  If so, I will do my best to make sure I make 
this announcement in class.  If I am not in my office during scheduled office hours, or am busy with other students, 



please e-mail me so that I can arrange a time for us to meet.  Your time is valuable and your questions and 
concerns are important to me.  I am committed to making sure I am available to offer any help that I can.  If you 
wish to discuss the specifics of your grade, you must meet with me personally.  I will not discuss your grades with 
you via e-mail or the phone. 
 
Video/Audio/Photographic Recording:  All course lectures are the intellectual property of the course instructor.  
Unauthorized recording (audio, video, or photographic) of lectures is strictly prohibited and students who engage in 
such recording may be subject to legal action. 
 
CLASS SCHEDULE: 
(This schedule is subject to change at the discretion of the professor.) 
 

Week General Topic General Question Date Required Reading 
26-Aug Syllabus; Miner 1956 

1 Introduction What is the Anthropological 
Perspective? 28-Aug Tylor 1873 

2-Sep Durkheim 1915 
2 Intellectualist What is Religion? 

4-Sep Eliade 1957 
9-Sep Douglas 1979 

3 Durkheim Where did Religion Come From? 
11-Sep Radcliffe-Brown 1939 
16-Sep Malinowski 1931 

4 Functionalist What function does religion serve? 
18-Sep Evans-Pritchard 1937 
23-Sep Gmelch 1992 

5 Psychological How does religion influence 
people? 25-Sep Freud 1950 

30-Sep Geertz 1966 
6 

2-Oct Turner 1967 Symbolic How does religion communicate 
and what does it communicate? 

7-Oct Ortner 1973 
7 

Exam 1 9-Oct Turner 1969 
14-Oct Hertz 1907 

8 Structuralist What is the structural nature of 
religion? 16-Oct Rappaport 1971 

21-Oct Tambiah 1985 
9 Neo-

functionalist Is ritual like drama? 
23-Oct Levi-Strauss 1955 
28-Oct Myerhoff 1978 

10 
30-Oct Turner 1974 
4-Nov Wallace 1956 

11 
Structuralist II How do humans conceive of the 

cosmos? 

6-Nov Geertz 1957 
Veteran's Day 11-Nov Weber 1922 

12 
13-Nov Winkelman 1990 
18-Nov Van Pool 2003 

13 
Religious 
Change How/why does religion change? 

20-Nov Kertzer 1988 
Political Ritual Is ritual always about the sacred? 25-Nov Goody 1977 

14 
Thanksgiving 27-Nov Moore & Myerhoff 1977 

 2-Dec Bell 1989 
15 

Exam 2 4-Dec  
 
 


