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You’ll be willing to say, I think, that the sun not only provides visible things with the 
power to be seen but also with coming to be, growth, and nourishment, although it is not 
itself coming to be.—How could it be?—Therefore, you should also say that not only do 
the objects of knowledge owe their being known to the good, but their being is also due to it, 
although the good is not being, but superior to it in rank and power. 
– Plato, The Republic 
 
True religion is not a narrow dogma. It is not external observance. It is faith in God and 
living in the presence of God. It means faith in a future life, in truth and Ahimsa…. 
Religion is a matter of the heart. No physical inconvenience can warrant abandonment of 
one's own religion.  
– Mahatma Gandhi 
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A	   large	   part	   of	   this	   course	   will	   be	   devoted	   to	   writing,	   understood	   as	   a	   process	   rather	   than	   simply	   a	  
means	  of	  communication.	  In	  order	  to	  achieve	  this,	  we	  will	  be	  employing	  methods	  of	  exploratory	  writing,	  
i.e.,	  writing	  that	  is	  itself	  part	  of	  the	  process	  of	  developing	  one’s	  thoughts	  and	  arguments.	  Each	  student	  
will	  be	  required	  to	  write	  a	  total	  of	  three	  1500-‐word	  “engagement	  pieces,”	  in	  response	  to	  a	  major	  issue	  
or	  question	  raised	  in	  the	  lectures	  or	  the	  readings.	  These	  pieces	  will	  take	  a	  variety	  of	  forms,	  and	  each	  will	  
have	  its	  own	  specific	  requirements.	  Generally,	  the	  EPs	  will	  be	  graded	  in	  terms	  of	  the	  student’s	  ability	  to	  
critically	  engage	  with	  a	  specific	  text,	  issue	  or	  question	  (note:	  critically	  does	  not	  mean	  “negatively”).	  Any	  
opinion	  or	   idea	  is	  valid,	  providing	  you	  can	  back	  it	  up	  evidentially	  (or,	  failing	  that,	  rhetorically).	  You	  will	  
have	  the	  opportunity	  to	  hand	  in	  drafts	  of	  your	  work,	  and	  will	  receive	  written	  and	  oral	  feedback.	  As	  the	  
term	  progresses,	  evaluation	  of	  the	  EPs	  will	  become	  more	  demanding.	  	  
	  
ASSIGNMENT	  
In	   this	   first	   assignment,	   I	   would	   like	   you	   to	   compare	   and	   contrast	   AT	   LEAST	   TWO	   specific	   aspects	   of	  
Christian	  and	  Buddhist	  ethics,	  as	  discussed	  in	  the	  readings	  by	  MacIntyre	  (MacIntrye2	  &	  MacIntyre3)	  and	  
Keown,	   and	   exemplified	   in	   the	   Dhamapada,	   Vessantara	   Jataka	   and	   the	   Sermon	   on	   the	   Mount.	   You	  
should	   also	   consider	   points	   of	   similarity	   or	   contrast	   with	   the	   ethical	   theories	   of	   Plato/Murdoch	   and	  
Aristotle/MacIntyre	  that	  we	  have	  discussed	   in	  some	  detail.	  Be	  sure	  to	   focus	   in	  on	  specific	  passages	  to	  
make	   your	   points	   (though	   do	   not	   over-‐quote).	   Any	   and	   all	   references	   should	   be	   made	   in-‐text	   (e.g.,	  
MacItyre3,	   167).	   There	   is	   no	   need	   for	   a	   bibliography	   (or	   title	   page).	   There	   is	   no	   need	   to	   use	   outside	  
sources	   (in	   fact	   this	   is	  discouraged).	   I	  DO	  want	  you	   to	  develop	  and	  argument	  or	   idea.	  DO	  NOT	  simply	  
summarize	  the	  readings.	  Finally,	  in	  this	  and	  all	  your	  EPs,	  you	  should	  feel	  free	  to	  comment	  personally	  on	  
the	  issues,	  but	  make	  sure	  what	  you	  say	  is	  a)	  relevant;	  b)	  backed	  up	  by	  evidence,	  logic,	  or	  sound	  rhetoric.	  	  
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A	   large	   part	   of	   this	   course	   will	   be	   devoted	   to	   writing,	   understood	   as	   a	   process	   rather	   than	   simply	   a	  
means	  of	  communication.	  In	  order	  to	  achieve	  this,	  we	  will	  be	  employing	  methods	  of	  exploratory	  writing,	  
i.e.,	  writing	  that	  is	  itself	  part	  of	  the	  process	  of	  developing	  one’s	  thoughts	  and	  arguments.	  Each	  student	  
will	  be	  required	  to	  write	  a	  total	  of	  three	  1500-‐word	  “engagement	  pieces,”	  in	  response	  to	  a	  major	  issue	  
or	  question	  raised	  in	  the	  lectures	  or	  the	  readings.	  These	  pieces	  will	  take	  a	  variety	  of	  forms,	  and	  each	  will	  
have	  its	  own	  specific	  requirements.	  Generally,	  the	  EPs	  will	  be	  graded	  in	  terms	  of	  the	  student’s	  ability	  to	  
critically	  engage	  with	  a	  specific	  text,	  issue	  or	  question	  (note:	  critically	  does	  not	  mean	  “negatively”).	  Any	  
opinion	  or	   idea	  is	  valid,	  providing	  you	  can	  back	  it	  up	  evidentially	  (or,	  failing	  that,	  rhetorically).	  You	  will	  
have	  the	  opportunity	  to	  hand	  in	  drafts	  of	  your	  work,	  and	  will	  receive	  written	  and	  oral	  feedback.	  As	  the	  
term	  progresses,	  evaluation	  of	  the	  EPs	  will	  become	  more	  demanding.	  	  
	  
ASSIGNMENT	  
In	  this	  second	  assignment,	  I	  would	  like	  you	  to	  develop	  your	  own	  argument	  in	  response	  to	  the	  following	  
question:	  Are	  religion,	  democracy	  and	  human	  rights	  compatible?	   I	  know	  this	  sounds	  very	  general,	  but	  I	  
want	  to	  you	  to	  base	  your	  argument	  on	  a	  few	  specific	  points,	  gleaned	  from	  the	  readings	  from	  Weeks	  7	  
and	  8	  (including	  the	  three	  chapters	  in	  Buruma	  and	  the	  one	  by	  Yu),	  but	  also,	  if	  you	  so	  choose,	  from	  our	  
earlier	  work	   on	   Christianity,	   Buddhism,	   China	   and	   Japan.	   Here's	   the	   kicker:	   I	  want	   you	   to	   develop	   an	  
argument	  that	   is	  against	  what	  you	  actually	  believe.	  Thus,	   if	  you	  believe	  that	   they	  are	  compatible	   (as	   I	  
suspect	  most	  of	  you	  do),	  then	  argue	  the	  opposite.	  You	  might	  think	  this	  odd,	  but	  I	  assure	  you	  it's	  a	  very	  
good	  practice.	  Finally,	  in	  this	  and	  all	  your	  EPs,	  you	  should	  feel	  free	  to	  comment	  personally	  on	  the	  issues,	  
but	  make	  sure	  what	  you	  say	  is	  a)	  relevant;	  b)	  backed	  up	  by	  evidence,	  logic,	  or	  sound	  rhetoric.	  	  
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A	   large	   part	   of	   this	   course	   will	   be	   devoted	   to	   writing,	   understood	   as	   a	   process	   rather	   than	   simply	   a	  
means	  of	  communication.	  In	  order	  to	  achieve	  this,	  we	  will	  be	  employing	  methods	  of	  exploratory	  writing,	  
i.e.,	  writing	  that	  is	  itself	  part	  of	  the	  process	  of	  developing	  one’s	  thoughts	  and	  arguments.	  Each	  student	  
will	  be	  required	  to	  write	  a	  total	  of	  three	  1500-‐word	  “engagement	  pieces,”	  in	  response	  to	  a	  major	  issue	  
or	  question	  raised	  in	  the	  lectures	  or	  the	  readings.	  These	  pieces	  will	  take	  a	  variety	  of	  forms,	  and	  each	  will	  
have	  its	  own	  specific	  requirements.	  Generally,	  the	  EPs	  will	  be	  graded	  in	  terms	  of	  the	  student’s	  ability	  to	  
critically	  engage	  with	  a	  specific	  text,	  issue	  or	  question	  (note:	  critically	  does	  not	  mean	  “negatively”).	  Any	  
opinion	  or	   idea	  is	  valid,	  providing	  you	  can	  back	  it	  up	  evidentially	  (or,	  failing	  that,	  rhetorically).	  You	  will	  
have	  the	  opportunity	  to	  hand	  in	  drafts	  of	  your	  work,	  and	  will	  receive	  written	  and	  oral	  feedback.	  As	  the	  
term	  progresses,	  evaluation	  of	  the	  EPs	  will	  become	  more	  demanding.	  	  
	  
ASSIGNMENT	  
For	  this	  third	  and	  final	  engagement	  piece,	  we're	  going	  to	  experiment	  a	  little.	  I	  would	  like	  you	  to	  write	  a	  
fictional	  dialogue	  between	  two	  or	  three	  characters,	  on	  the	  issue	  of	  'religious	  revolution'.	  This	  is	  a	  topic	  
that	   ecompasses	   our	   readings	   and	   discussions	   of	   Islamic	   political	   theory,	   (Khomeini	   &	   Gaddafi),	  
liberation	   theology	   (our	  next	   topic),	  as	  well	  as	   some	  of	  our	  past	  discussions	  of	   the	  Marxist	   critique	  of	  
religion	  and	  religion	  in	  China	  (and	  my	  talk	  on	  radical	  Buddhism).	  You	  can	  (and	  perhaps	  should)	  narrow	  
the	   discussion	   to	   more	   specific	   topics	   such	   as	   the	   role	   of	   religious	   ideas	   in	   social	   or	   political	  
transformation,	   the	  quest	   for	  a	   (religious)	  utopia,	   and	  you	   should	   reflect	  on	   some	  of	   the	  positive	  and	  
negative	  aspects	  of	  using	  religion	  to	  overhaul	  human	  life	  at	  the	  communal	   level.	  Your	  speakers	  should	  
not	  be	  'actual'	  people	  (Khomeini,	  Jesus,	  etc.),	  and	  should	  probably	  not	  adhere	  to	  a	  single	  tradition	  (i.e.,	  a	  
'Buddhist'	  vs.	  a	  'Christian'	  etc).	  Try	  to	  make	  the	  conversation	  'relaistic'	  and	  the	  characters	  believable,	  but	  
also	   passionate	   and	   combative	   (as	   conversations	   about	   religion	   and	   radical	   politics	   usually	   are).	  Have	  
fun!	  
	  








