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RELI 420/634: Inventing “Indians” and “Religion” 

Religious Studies, George Mason University, Spring 2023 
 

instructor:     Prof. Garry Sparks    e-mail*:           gsparks@gmu.edu 
class days/times:  Tuesday 4:30pm – 7:10pm   office:            Horizon Hall 3137 
class room:     Buchanan D005    office hours:  M&W 1:30pm – 3pm 
          (or by appointment when available) 
* If emailing after 5pm do not expect a reply until at least after 9am of the next work-day. 
 
 
Course Description 

This course will explore how European thought since 1492 began to construe, theorize, and 
theologize about who and what were the Indigenous peoples of the Americas, namely as “Indians.” 
In turn, this course will also explore how the encounter with Indigenous peoples of the Americas 
precipitated modern, comparative, and critical understandings of “religion.” Finally, this course will 
examine how the study of key concepts deemed to be definitive of Indigenous religions (e.g., 
animism, totemism, shamanism, etc.) has played a unique role in modern theories of religion. 
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Learning Objectives and Goals 

Students who complete this course will: 
• become familiar with some of the first and then, later primary sources that portray and 

reflect non-Native understandings of Indigenous peoples in the Americas; 
• track and trace how the construal of Native Peoples in the Americas (i.e., “Indians”) was 

initially formulated and shifted from the time of first contact with Europeans down to the 
present day; 

• critically track, trace, and reflect upon how the modern understanding of “religion” also 
immerged and shift in European thought beginning with the initial encounters of the 
Americas down to the present day; 

• become familiar with foundational thinkers and their arguments in the field of Religious 
Studies and in particular their treatment and incorporation of key concepts from Indigenous 
religions for modern understandings of “religion” in general; 

• hone close and critical reading skills of primary and scholarly texts but also contextualize 
them historically and comparatively with earlier and later related texts; 

• critically assess both the merits and limitations of foundational arguments and positions 
within the field of Religious Studies (i.e., interdisciplinary methods, theories, and definitions 
of “religion”); 

• evaluate the emerging critics and contributions by Native American scholars, specifically on 
the understandings of (Native American) religion(s). 

 
 
Methods of Instruction 

 The core of this course will consist of close readings of foundational primary texts - proto-
ethnographic, historical, and theorical. You will be expected to have read thoroughly and reflected 
on all texts assigned every week prior to coming to class. Each class will consist of discussions and 
lectures germane to the topic of the texts but als0 beyond on the texts themselves. Any lectures will 
be accompanied by discussing and exploring together the claims made in the assigned texts, what 
resources they draw upon, what specific assumptions they make, et cetera. To this extent, you are 
required to bring your own annotated copies of the relevant readings in hardcopy (no e-book 
versions allowed) to every class. 

 For required readings found on Blackboard (Bboard) as PDFs: you must print, read, mark up, 
and bring to class hard copies – consulting electronic versions of these texts on your computer, smart 
phone, or equivalent device during class is not allowed. Increasing numbers of studies indicate 
that active reading with printed material fosters deeper, more comprehensive, and more long-term 
understanding than reading on a screen. For specific intra-textual analysis, printed pages is still 
superior technology in being able to navigate a complex text. Finally, typing notes on a computer is 
not necessarily learning as taking notes by hand (which requires analytical and critical though) but 
rather merely stenography (where little critical thought may be taking place). You will learn more and 
better in the course of making handwriting notes. In this respect, please have all computers and phones 
turned off (and not merely on “vibrate” as this is still distracting from your learning and to those 
around you) and put away prior to the start of class (exceptions—including the need to audio record 
class lecture-discussions—will be made only with prior approval by the instructor; please speak with 
me to discuss your accommodation needs). 
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Semester Outline of Topics (to be divided appropriately between class times every week) 

Note that I (the instructor) reserve the right to change the syllabus during the term if 
and/or when need arises (e.g., to meet the learning outcomes of the course). You are 
responsible for checking for such changes (checking Bboard often) and updating your 
copy of the syllabus. 

 
 
Act I: AGE OF FIRST ENCOUNTERS & GLOBAL (RE)DEFINITIONS 
 
Week 1 – First Encounters & Initial (Imperial) Religious Distinctions    Jan. 24 

• read and discuss: 

Athenagoras. “A Plea Regarding the Christians,” Early Christian Fathers. Edited by Cyril C. 
Richardson (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1996 [c.177]), 290-340. (PDF) 

Whitehead, Neil L. Of Cannibals and Kings: Primal Anthropology in the Americas. Latin American 
Originals 7 (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2011). 

Pope Alexander VI. “Inter Caetera.” May 4, 1493. (PDF) 
 
 

Week 2 – First Encounters & Initial Imperial (Religious) Distinctions    Jan. 31 

• read and discuss: 

Whitehead, Neil L. Of Cannibals and Kings: Primal Anthropology in the Americas. Latin American 
Originals 7 (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2011). 

Pope Paul III. “Sublimus Dei.” May 29, 1537. (PDF) 

Pope Paul III. “Veritas Ipsa.” June 2, 1537. (PDF) 
 
 

Week 3 – Theorizing/Theologizing about “Indians”       Feb. 7 

• RELI 420 & 634 read and discuss: 

Vitoria, Francisco de. “On the American Indians,” Political Writings. Edited by Anthony Pagden 
and Jeremy Lawrence (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1992 [1538]), 231-292. (PDF) 

• RELI 634 read and present on: 

Vitoria, Francisco de. “On the Law of War,” Political Writings. Edited by Anthony Pagden and 
Jeremy Lawrence (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1992 [1539]), 295-327. (PDF) 
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Week 4 – Ethnographic (Pre-Post-Colonial) Critique     Feb. 14 

• read and discuss: 

Cabeza de Vaca, Álvar Núñez. The Narrative of Cabeza de Vaca. Edited by Rolena Adorno and 
Patrick Charles Pautz (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2003 [1542]). 

Montaigne, Michel de. “Of cannibals,” The Complete Works. Translated by Donald M. Frame 
(New York: Everyman’s Library, 2003 [c.1578-80]), 182-193. (PDF) 

Montaigne, Michel de. “Of coaches,” The Complete Works. Translated by Donald M. Frame (New 
York: Everyman’s Library, 2003 [c.1585-88]), 831-849. (PDF) 
 
• suggested reading: 

Shakespeare, William. The Tempest (c.1610). 
 
 
Extra Credit - Society for the Study of Religion (SSR) Invited Scholars Panel       Feb. 16 (Thurs) 
“Stories of the Body: Perspectives on Disability and Trauma in Religious Studies”        @ 3-5pm 
 
 
Week 5 – Literary Critique: Flipping the Historical Script (Hypothetically)   Feb. 21 

• read and discuss: 

Binet, Laurent. Civilizations: A Novel. Translated by Sam Taylor (New York: Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux, 2021), 3-151. 
 
 

Week 6 – Literary Critique: Flipping the Historical Script (Hypothetically), continued Feb. 28 

• read and discuss: 

Binet, Laurent. Civilizations: A Novel. Translated by Sam Taylor (New York: Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux, 2021), 151-310. 

 
 
Act II: MODERNITY – ENLIGHTENED SCIENCE & ROMANITIC NATURE 

 
Week 7 – Modern “Religion” & Static/Invisible “Savages”             March 7 

• read and discuss: 

Schleiermacher, Friedrich. “Fifth Speech: On the Religions,” On Religion: Speeches to its Cultured 
Despisers. Edited by Richard Crouter (Cambridge, United Kingdom: Cambridge University Press, 
1996 [1799]), 95-124. (PDF) 

Declaration of Independence (July 1776): 
https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/declaration-transcript 

Franklin, Benjamin. “Remarks concerning the Savages of North America” (January 1784): 
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Franklin/01-41-02-0280 
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Week 8 – Spring Break (no class)              March 14 
 
 
Week 9 – From Savage Religion to Naturalism, Primitivism, Animism...         March 21 

• read and discuss: 

Frazer, James George. The Golden Bough. A New Abridgement. Edited by Robert Fraser (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2009 [1890-1915; 1922]), selections. (PDF) 

 
 
Week 10 – ...and Totemism               March 28 

• read and discuss: 

Freud, Sigmund. Totem and Taboo. Standard Edition. Translated by James Strachey (New York: 
W. W. Norton, 1950 [1913]): 
o for RELI 420 - articles II “Taboo and Emotional Ambivalence” and III “Animism, Magic and the 

Omnipotence of Thoughts.” 
o for RELI 634 - entire work. 

 
 
Week 11 – ...and Shamanism         April 4 

• read and discuss: 

Eliade, Mircea. Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy. Translated by Willard R. Trask (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1964 [1951]), xvii-35, 50-62, 99-109, 259-336. (PDF) 

 
 
Week 12 – Critique of “Shamanism” (and -isms in general)             April 11 

• read and discuss: 

Kehoe, Alice Beck. Shamans and Religion: An Anthropological Exploration in Critical Thinking (Long 
Grove, Illinois: Waveland Press, Inc., 2000). 

 
 
Week 13 – Historically Revisiting the History of (Comparative) Religions           April 18 

• read in this order and discuss: 

Dubuisson, Daniel. The Western Construction of Religion: Myths, Knowledge, and Ideology. Translated by 
(Baltimore, Maryland:  Johns Hopkins University Press, 2007), 56-63. (PDF) 

Smith, Jonathan Z. “Religion, Religions, Religious,” Relating Religion: Essays in the Study of Religion 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004), 179-196. (PDF) 

Smith, Jonathan Z. “What a Difference a Difference Makes,” Relating Religion: Essays in the Study 
of Religion (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004), 251-302. (PDF) 

Smith, Jonathan Z. “A Matter of Class: Taxonomies of Religion,” Relating Religion: Essays in the 
Study of Religion (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004), 160-178. (PDF) 
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Act III: NATIVES (STILL) SPEAK BACK 
 
Week 14 – Flipping (Western) Binaries               April 25 

• read and discuss: 

Deloria, Jr., Vine. selected essays. (PDF). 
 
LaDuke, Winona. Recovering the Sacred: The Power of Naming and Claiming (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: South End Press, 2005), part 1. 

 
Week 15 – Blurring (Western) Boundaries         May 2 

• read and discuss: 

LaDuke, Winona. Recovering the Sacred: The Power of Naming and Claiming (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: South End Press, 2005), parts 2 and 3. 

 
Final Assignment due on May 11 before midnight. 
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Methods of Evaluation (a.k.a. Grading) 

• 13 Weekly analytical/exegetical papers and in-class participation = 80% 

Based on the major reading (e.g., Cabeza de Vaca but not the Declaration of Independence 
or Franklin in week 4) assigned for a week’s class session, select a key sentence, set of 
sentences, or short paragraph that you consider essential to the core of the text’s argument, 
understanding (implicit or explicit) of “religion,” and/or  understanding (implicit if not also 
explicit) of Indigenous peoples. 

Heading your weekly paper by directly quoting in-full your selected sentence(s) or 
paragraph, in only 1-2 single-spaced typed pages (2 pages maximum including the initial 
quote) explain in your own words what your selection means within the wider context of 
that reading (e.g., how does the author eventually understand “religion” in general, Native 
peoples, and/or the religion(s) of Native peoples in particular?; what evidence (e.g., sources, 
methods, perspectives, etc.) is used in the text to support these understandings?; according 
to the author, what are the implications of or value in such understanding(s)?; etc.). 

Note: In your paper do not (yet) interpret or evaluate the text by present-day standards or 
understandings, and do not (yet) compare the text with other readings or related positions - 
but rather be sure to assess the text from within the text (i.e., from the inside-out of the text 
instead rather than from the outside-in). And do not use an MLA heading but do have your 
surname(s) in the footer of your paper (along with a page number if more than one page in 
length) and parenthetical citation with your selected quote. 

These 13 weekly papers are due (printed and submitted in-person) at the beginning of 
every class. No late papers will be accepted without penalty (without an excused absence). 
Note: if called upon, you will also be expected to analyze and justify your selected passage in 
class discussion. Each paper will be worth 5% of your course grade (i.e., 65% total) along 
with an additional 15% for subsequent in-class participation (i.e., 80% total). 

• Final Project = 20% 

While detailed in a separate prompt to be found on Blackboard (Assignments), the final 
culminating project for this course will consist of three site visits - the Pre-Columbian 
Collection at Dumbarton Oaks, the Kislak Collection at the Library of Congress, and the 
National Museum of the American Indian - and their analysis based on a combination of 
the assigned readings. You are welcome to do any if not all of these three visits on your 
own; however, an effort will also be made for an organized class group visit to each of the 
three sites over the course the semester. 

• As a college-level course it is assumed that students are both literate and numerate (can and 
will have thoroughly read the course syllabus and are able to track and calculate your own 
course grade based on the returned assignments). Graded work is returned to you with 
constructive comments, which you should read to know how to improve your work for the 
future; but grades are not posted to Blackboard. You are responsible for constantly tracking 
your learning (and the graded evaluation of it) in this course based on the formula 
breakdown (percentages) stated in this syllabus. To discuss your grade (or any particular 
aspect of the course material) please take advantage of office hours. 

• Also, as a college-level course, it is assumed that for every credit hour spent in class (either 
on campus or online; most courses are three credit hours) you are to dedicate on average 
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three hours per week on a course (i.e., 1:3::3:9 – three credit hours in class per week :: nine hours 
outside of class on a course per week; though, this ratio may differ with lab courses and increases 
with graduate level courses). This is the standard average for all courses whether at a 
community college, private liberal arts college, or private or public university. Your time 
outside of class to maximize your learning should, therefore, consist of: 
o reading (at least twice), underlining (best done in pencil on the page), and taking notes 

(best if handwritten) on the assigned material prior to class sessions; 
o reading any related footnotes or endnotes in the readings; 
o looking up any unfamiliar terms or names found in the readings; 
o forming a study group with 2-3 other classmates that meets regularly (e.g., weekly) to: 

§ review in-class lectures and discussions, handouts, and Blackboard course content, 
§ collaboratively reading through and correcting class notes, and 
§ exchanging drafts of assignments and papers for critically constructive and corrective 

comments prior to submitting them for a grade; 
o drafting and revising assignments and papers; and 
o meeting with the course instructor to discuss course material and assignments. 
In other words, please be sure to come to every class having read well that week’s material  
with questions and/or comments to discuss. 

§ Finally, reading a text on a screen (e.g., e-book, PDF, etc.) does not foster the same deep 
comprehension as reading a hardcopy and manually annotating (e.g., underlining, indexing in 
the margins with key words of a paragraph or section, noting your thoughts and questions 
about the text in the margins, etc.). Please do not hesitate to write, critically engage with, and 
appropriate your readings. Likewise, taking notes (e.g., in class) on a computer is not really 
“taking notes” but rather merely stenography; you will learn more and better by taking notes 
by hand during class whether it in in-person or online class sessions. For this reason, no 
electronic devices are allowed (minus a computer for online sessions) during class. 

 

Class Absences 

Students are responsible for any assignments, announcements, or materials presented during class. 
Absence from class does not excuse that obligation. Notifying the professor of an absence does not 
excuse the absence. Students should find other students in the class from whom they can obtain 
reliable notes in the event of an absence. The professor is not obliged to provide information to 
students about what they missed in class. 
 

Privacy Policy 

Students must use their MasonLive email account (aka @gmu.edu) to receive important University 
information, including messages related to this class. Per university policy, unless your e-mail to 
faculty is from your MasonLive email account course instructors will not be able to reply. Please see 
http://masonlive.gmu.edu for more information. 
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Policy on Expectations 

 All visual materials (such as charts, graphs, or pictures) used in class will be posted onto 
Bboard along with additional images and resource links. These are to be used for any missed classes 
as well as further exploration into the issues addressed as the course unfolds. However, lecture notes  
will not be posted; please secure notes for any missed classes from a couple of classmates. 

 All written assignments prepared for this class should be: 
o typed (no handwritten work will be accepted), 
o in a 12 point (vs. 11 point or 10 point) and standard serif font (i.e. Garamond, Palantino, or 

Times New Roman vs. a sans serif font like Arial, Helvetica, or Gill Sans or a non-
standard serif font like Papyrus or Cracked), 

o single-spaced (Note: if the default setting on a computer automatically inserts an additional 
half-spaced leading after a paragraph you will need to change on your document), 

o 1" margins all around, 
o left aligned (not full justification), 
o with your full name and page number in either the header or footer on every page. 

These should be well-crafted and revised written pieces, 
o free of typos and grammatical errors; 
o use only inclusive language unless you are writing about something that is a gender-specific topic (i.e. 

Catholic priesthood); 
o contractions (i.e. “can’t,” “aren’t,” won’t,” etc.) are inappropriate for professional and academic 

writing (unless part of a direct quote from another source); 
o no use of the first person singular pronoun (e.g., “I”)—but also for the most part first person plural 

(“we”) and second person (“you”)—with rare exceptions. 

To achieve these standards please use the writing center, peer-reviewers, as well as discuss 
with me a drafts of your assignments during office hours (I’m more than happy to do so). Major  
points (e.g., one letter grade) may be deducted from unprofessionally written assignments. 

 To help understand what is meant by crafting a piece of argument-oriented writing and 
correctly documenting the literary evidence required in professional (including academic) genres, 
students should purchase and use the following highly recommended sources: 

1. Turabian, Kate L. A Manual for Writers of Term Papers, Theses, and Dissertations, Eighth Edition (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2013) (older editions will also work); 

2. Graff, Gerald and Cathy Birkenstein and Russel Durst. “They Say / I Say”: The Moves that  
Matter in Academic Writing (New York: W. W. Norton & Company) (any edition); 

as well as: 
o Booth, Wayne C. The Craft of Research; 
o Gould, Jon B. How to Succeed in College (While Really Trying): A Professor’s Inside Advice; 
o Lipson, Charles. Doing Honest Work in College: How to Prepare Citations, Avoid Plagiarism, and Achieve Real 

Academic Success; and 
o Lipson, Charles. Succeeding as an International Student in the United States and Canada. 

 Whether or not you read these specific books and are familiar with what they cover, as a 
college student you are expected to know, understand, and agree with these standards and expectations. 
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Academic Integrity 

“I was thrown out of NYU my freshman year for cheating on the metaphysics  
 final… I looked within the soul of the boy sitting next to me.” – Woody Allen1 

“Academic honesty boils down to three simple but powerful principles: 
• When you say you did the work yourself, you actually did it. 
• When you rely on someone else’s work, you cite it. When you use their words, you 

quote them openly and accurately, and you cite them, too. 
• When you present research materials, you present them fairly and truthfully. That’s true 

whether the research involves data, documents, or the writings of other scholars.”2 

Violation of the academic honor code (i.e. plagiarism or cheating on any course assignment) 
will not be tolerated in any degree and will be referred to the Office on Academic Integrity. 

The integrity of the University community is affected by the individual choices made by each 
of us. GMU has an Honor Code with clear guidelines regarding academic integrity. Three 
fundamental and rather simple principles to follow at all times are that: (1) all work submitted be 
your own; (2) when using the work or ideas of others, including fellow students, give full credit 
through accurate citations; and (3) if you are uncertain about the ground rules on a particular 
assignment, ask for clarification. No grade is important enough to justify academic misconduct. 
Plagiarism means using the exact words, opinions, or factual information from another person 
without giving the person credit. Writers give credit through accepted documentation styles, such as 
parenthetical citation, footnotes, or endnotes. Paraphrased material must also be cited. All written 
work is to be your original thoughts on the assigned texts with references and occasional cites from 
that text. The format and style rules of all of your assignments should be typed and conform to the 
MLA Handbook or Chicago Manual of Style (including Turabian).A simple listing of books or articles is 
not sufficient. Plagiarism is the equivalent of intellectual robbery and cannot be tolerated in the 
academic setting. 

 While it is often quipped that “it is better to apologize afterwards than ask for permission 
before,” this does not hold in academia; please feel free to ask for clarification regarding any of the 
expectations for this course before due dates. It is expected that students adhere to the George 
Mason University Honor Code as it relates to integrity regarding coursework and grades. The Honor 
Code reads as follows: “To promote a stronger sense of mutual responsibility, respect, trust, and 
fairness among all members of the George Mason University community and with the desire for 
greater academic and personal achievement, we, the student members of the university community, 
have set forth this Honor Code: Student members of the George Mason University community 
pledge not to cheat, plagiarize, steal, or lie in matters related to academic work.” More information 
about the Honor Code, including definitions of cheating, lying, and plagiarism, can be found on the 
Committee of Academic Integrity’s website at https://oai.gmu.edu/full-honor-code-document/. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1 Charles Lipson, Doing Honest Work in College: How to Prepare Citations, Avoid Plagiarism, and Achieve Real Academic 

Success (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004), 8. 
2 Ibid., 3. 
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Regarding Diversity 

The academic study of religion includes the analytical (dissecting in various ways) and critical 
(bringing various criteria to bear) reflection on a diversity of religions and cultures including, in 
particular, their diverse order of values – including one’s own. The question, therefore, is not 
whether or not you (dis)believe, (dis)like, of (dis)agree any particular religion or even some aspect of 
it (let alone “religion” all together) but rather whether you understand “religion.” This requires thick 
description along with respectful engagement with a diversity of peoples, thought, and values. 

To this end... 
George Mason University promotes a living and learning environment for outstanding 

growth and productivity among its students, faculty and staff. Through its curriculum, programs, 
policies, procedures, services and resources, Mason strives to maintain a quality environment for 
work, study and personal growth. 

An emphasis upon diversity and inclusion throughout the campus community is essential to 
achieve these goals. Diversity is broadly defined to include such characteristics as, but not limited to, 
race, ethnicity, gender, religion, age, disability, and sexual orientation. Diversity also entails different 
viewpoints, philosophies, and perspectives. Attention to these aspects of diversity will help promote 
a culture of inclusion and belonging, and an environment where diverse opinions, backgrounds and 
practices have the opportunity to be voiced, heard and respected. 

The reflection of Mason’s commitment to diversity and inclusion goes beyond policies and 
procedures to focus on behavior at the individual, group and organizational level. The 
implementation of this commitment to diversity and inclusion is found in all settings, including 
individual work units and groups, student organizations and groups, and classroom settings; it is also 
found with the delivery of services and activities, including, but not limited to, curriculum, teaching, 
events, advising, research, service, and community outreach. 

Acknowledging that the attainment of diversity and inclusion are dynamic and continuous 
processes, and that the larger societal setting has an evolving socio-cultural understanding of 
diversity and inclusion, Mason seeks to continuously improve its environment. To this end, the 
University promotes continuous monitoring and self-assessment regarding diversity. The aim is to 
incorporate diversity and inclusion within the philosophies and actions of the individual, group and 
organization, and to make improvements as needed. 
 

Classmate Contacts: 

Name     E-mail     Phone 
 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 


