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Course	Description	

It is commonly assumed that “religion” is a univer-
sal experience among humans. This course will in-
terrogate this assumption by examining the “reli-
gious experience” of people among non-Western 
cultures and challenge our normative patterns of 
thought concerning what constitutes a religious tra-
dition.  

On a more fundamental level, this course 
surveys traditions that have spread throughout 
South Asia and East Asia, including Hinduism, 
Jainism, Buddhism, Confucianism, Daoism, and 
Shinto. It examines the origin and development of 
each, identifying major themes, beliefs, values, and 
practices that have emerged to define them. 

Organized as an introductory survey course, 
detail is necessarily subordinate to breadth. The ad-
vantage here grants us the chance to examine gen-
eral trends and to focus on comparison as a method 
to think creatively with and through these traditions. 
Locating potential areas of overlap or disjuncture 

between traditions will serve as a foundation for 
further inquiry.  

Basic knowledge of these traditions will be 
drawn mostly from daily readings and class lec-
tures, which will form the raw material for deeper 
reflection upon common human traits and concerns 
that have motivated both behavior and thought. To 
aid in this process we will also examine several 
themes (called “threshold concepts”) that will serve 
as a framework for making comparative evaluations 
among traditions. This work will mostly be done 
through critical written assignments, classroom dis-
cussion, and as time permits, lively debate. 

 Beyond being introduced to a fascinating 
array of new literature, art, myth, and cultural prac-
tices, this course aims to have us all reflect upon the 
colorful diversity of human experience and possibly 
challenge our own assumptions about the quest for 
meaning, sense of the transcendent, ideals of life, 
and aspirations for the pursuit of living well.  
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Grading

Attendance & Participation (10%) (20 classes): 
Attendance and class preparation is mandatory. The 
assigned readings will prepare you for lectures, so 
read through the material and take notes, including 
questions you have. Lectures will contextualize the 
readings and cover much, but not all, of the materi-
al. Consider lectures to be a compliment to the read-
ings, thus being prepared and willing to participate 
are keys to your success. It is your responsibility to 
get missed lectures notes from other classmates. 
Missed classes will affect your grade. If you miss 
more than 4 classes, you will automatically fail.  
 
GauchoSpace Reflections (30%) (20 total): These 
are daily short responses to the assigned readings. 
They require you to assess what you found new, 
old, and odd for each reading, as well as a reflect on 
the daily “threshold concept.” Entries need to be 
posted on GauchoSpace before class each day; late 
work will not be accepted. You are allowed to miss 
a maximum of 5 reflections without grading reper-
cussions. See GauchoSpace for more info.  

Quizzes (20%) (4 total): At the start of every week 
we will have a “low-stakes retrieval practice” cov-
ering the material from the previous week. These 
will be online GauchoSpace quizzes that will need 
to be completed at home before the start of the first 
class of that week. See GauchoSpace for more info. 
 
Mid-Term Exam (20%): The in-class midterm will 
cover material on Hinduism, Jainism, and Bud-
dhism. The exam will be multiple choice and short 
answer with a take-home essay portion. 
 
Final Exam (20%): The in-class final will be com-
prehensive with a focus on Confucianism, Daoism, 
Shinto, and East Asian Buddhism. The exam will be 
multiple choice and short answer with a take home 
essay portion. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Student	Learning	Outcomes	
By	the	end	of	our	course	you	will	be	able	to:	

µ Identify	and	explain	principle	terms,	figures,	themes,	and	issues	in	Hinduism,	Jainism,	Bud-
dhism,	Confucianism,	Daoism,	and	Shinto	

µ Effectively	read,	analyze,	and	assess	primary	texts	that	form	the	foundations	of	these	tradi-
tions	

µ Compare	and	creatively	engage	a	range	of	religious	traditions	through	critical	scholarly	lenses	
(“threshold	concepts”)		

µ Critically	evaluate	assumed	terms	such	as	“religion”	and	the	role	of	religion	in	the	lives	and	ac-
tivities	of	people	across	the	world	

µ Communicate	(and	even	debate!)	with	your	peers	through	in-class	and	online	discussion	and	
through	written	assignments	

 

Learning	Support	
If	you	have	a	documented	disability	that	affects	
your	work	in	this	class,	the	Disabled	Students	
Program	(805-289-6300)	can	help	you.	

	

A	Buddhist	stūpa	(here,	Boudhanath	Stupa	in	Nepal)	is	typically	used	for	storing	the	remains	–	or	relics	–	of	a	holy	person.	
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Other	Policies	
§1 Overview 
Consider this syllabus a legal contract between you and me. By signing up for this class you agree to the terms 
set forth above and below. 	
 
§2 Attendance Policy 
Students are required to attend class regularly, arrive on time, and not to leave early. If you miss a class, it is 
your responsibility to make arrangements with a fellow student to get notes and assignments. Each class (20 
classes total) is worth 5 points, thus an unexcused missed class will deduct 5 points from your final Attendance 
grade (being late will deduct a portion of those points). A fifth missed class, without prior consultation with me, 
will result in an automatic failure of the course.  
 
§3 Technology & Digital Media Policy 
Please turn off your cellular phones or set them to silent (*vibrate does not count*) before class begins. If your 
phone sounds in class for any reason – be it a call, text message, status update, or tweet – then you will forfeit 
your attendance points for that day. Even if your phone is on silent, avoid the temptation to begin surfing the 
web or checking for notifications. I hope you consider our time as a period of contemplation and engagement. 
 
§4 Cheating 
Plagiarism: Plagiarism is the act of presenting someone else’s work as one’s own. Examples include: 
Copying and pasting text from websites and presenting it as your own original work. Copying and pasting text from 
printed sources (including books, encyclopedias or newspapers) and presenting it as your own original work. Using 
another student's work and claiming it as your own original work. These will result in failure of the assignment. 
Cheating: Cheating is the act of pretending (or helping others to pretend) to have mastered course material 
through misrepresentation. Examples include: Copying in whole or in part from another student’s test or paper. Allow-
ing another student to copy from your test or assignment. Stealing, buying or otherwise obtaining all or part of a 
test before it is administered. Selling or giving away all or part of a test before it is administered. These will result in 
failure of the assignment. 
 
Success	in	this	Class	(according	to	Confucius)	
Confucius (the Latinized from of the original Chinese Konzi 孔子) didn’t say most of the things that fortune 
cookies – or the internet – attribute to him. The Confucian Analects do traditionally attribute this saying to him: 
“Is it not a pleasure, having learned something, to regularly practice it?” (Analetcs 1.1). This passage hints that 
learning it not merely the acquisition of information, but a process of personal development and refinement. For 
Confucius, learning was the key to personal transformation (or attunement to the Dao), thus the work of learn-
ing was often quite difficult. This class will be challenging. There will be numerous foreign terms in Sanskrit, 
Chinese, and Japanese as well as scholarly terms stemming from obscure Latin roots. Memorizing these terms 
should only be the means to a much greater end of deeper understanding. Confusion, even failure, is not a sign 
of doing poorly, it is a sign of true learning. Use moments of confusion as a starting point for asking questions 
and opening discussion. If talking in class is too uncomfortable, then send me an email or talk to me in person!  

Course	Materials	
µ Required	text	(available	at	UCSB	bookstore	used	&	new):		

o Oxtoby,	Amore,	&	Hussein.	2014.	World	Religions:	Eastern	Traditions.	
µ More	readings	will	be	made	available	as	PDFs	(eg.	Embree	&	DeBary	readings	in	schedule)	
µ Access	to	a	computer	will	be	necessary	for	completing	GauchoSpace	Reflections	and	Quiz-

zes.	Please	familiarize	yourself	with	the	computer	lab	and	its	hours	of	operation	if	you	need	
to	go	there.	
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Threshold	Concepts	
 
In addition to covering a new religious tradition or 
aspect of a religious tradition in each class, we will 
also explore a new theme that potentially bridges 
these disparate religious traditions. I am calling the-
se themes, borrowing from Jan Meyer and Ray 
Land, “threshold concepts,” meaning that they are 
thresholds (doorways) that need to be crossed in 
order for a learner to have that “aha!” moment. The-
se are at first sometimes “troublesome” because 
they represent counter-intuitive, alien, or inert (not 
transferable to real-life application) knowledge.  
 These threshold concepts will form the 
foundation for comparative endeavors, allowing us 
to ask critical questions about the nature, history, 
and trajectory of religious doctrines and practices. 
Some of these will be “classical” Religious Studies 
terms (mysticism, polytheism), while others will be 
more typically associated with philosophy (episte-
mology, ontology), and others more broadly related 

to scholarly inquiry (material culture, myth, meta-
phor) or socio-politcal issues (non-violence, com-
munity). A short briefing, available on Gau-
choSpace, will be given on each of these themes as 
homework before each class, in addition to the read-
ings from the textbook. 

The purpose of introducing these themes is 
to provide a common language and groundwork to 
start comparing and contrasting religious traditions 
in critical and creative ways. These themes will be-
come touchstones for classroom discussion, writing 
assignments, and further reflection. The hope is that 
these discussions and reflections will generate inter-
connected networks of ideas that tie the content of 
the class together. While the content will be provid-
ed by the readings and class lectures, the compara-
tive connections will largely be made by you, the 
students. 

 
Threshold	Concept	Terminology	
8/7 material culture 8/8 mysticism 8/9 soteriology 8/14 polytheism 8/15 asceticism 
8/16 non-violence 8/17 myth 8/21 epistemology 8/22 community 8/23 philosophy 
8/24 ritual 8/29 sacrifice 8/30 ethics 8/31 metaphor 9/5 ontology 
9/6 textualism 9/7 immortality 9/11 utopia 9/12 nature 9/13 humor 

A	Japanese	Shintō	shrine	houses	one	or	more	divine	entities	known	as	kami,	here	a	kami	resides	in	the	large	central	tree.				
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Daily	Schedule	*subject to change, see GauchoSpace for up-to-date assignments	
Date	 In	Class	Schedule	 Due	For	Class	
Mon., 
Aug. 7 

Introduction: What is religion? Why study 
it?  

 

Tue.,  
Aug. 8 

Hinduism: Vedic Religion Oxtoby: 28-36,  Embree: 203-9 (overview), 3-9 (introduc-
tion), 9-26 (Veda passages) 

Wed., 
Aug. 9 

Hinduism: Upanishads Oxtoby: 37-40, Embree: 29-30 (introduction), 30-8 
(Upaniṣad passages) 

Thur., 
Aug. 10 

Hinduism: Epics  Oxtoby: 41-4, Embree: 274-6 (overview), 276-80 (introduc-
tion), 280-96 (Bhagavad Gītā passages) 

Mon., 
Aug. 14 

Quiz 1 
Hinduism: Puranas 

Oxtoby: 44-50, 59-66, Embree: 319-323 (introduction), 323-
8 (Viṣṇu), 328-30 (Śiva), 330-1 (Devī), 351+359-69 (Kṛṣṇa) 

Tue., 
Aug. 15 

Jainism: Shramana Movement & Mahavira  Oxtoby: 148-60, Embree: 49-57 

Wed., 
Aug. 16 

Jainism: Practices  Oxtoby: 162-71, Embree: 58-75 

Thur.,  
Aug. 17 

Buddhism: Buddha Oxtoby: 186-98, Embree: 93-100 

Mon.,  
Aug. 21 

Quiz 2 
Buddhism: Dharma 

Oxtoby: 198-204, Embree: 100-114 

Tue., 
Aug. 22 

Buddhism: Samgha Oxtoby: 204-217, Embree 114-49 

Wed., 
Aug. 23 

Buddhism: Mahayana  Oxtoby: 217-223 (stop at Pure Land Buddhism), Embree 
153-85 

Thur.,  
Aug. 24 

Buddhism: Vajrayana 
 

Oxtoby: 232-238, Embree: 188-98 

Mon., 
Aug. 28 

Midterm Exam Midterm Exam Essay (bring two print copies, one for peer 
review & one for submission) 

Tue., 
Aug. 29 

Chinese Traditions: Shang & Zhou Reli-
gion  

Oxtoby: 264-74, DeBary & Bloom: 4-40 

Wed., 
Aug. 30 

Chinese Traditions: Confucius Oxtoby: 274-6, DeBary & Bloom: 41-63 

Thur.,  
Aug. 31 

Chinese Traditions: “Confucianism,” Men-
cius & Xunzi 

Oxtoby: 276-8, DeBary & Bloom: 112-89 

Mon., 
Sep. 4 

No class No class 

Tue., 
Sep. 5 

Quiz 3 
Daoism: Laozi 

Oxtoby: 278-283, DeBary & Bloom 77-94 

Wed., 
Sep. 6 

Daoism: Zhuangzi  Oxtoby: 283-5, DeBary & Bloom: 95-111 

Thur., 
Sep. 7 

Daoism: Immortals & Alchemy  Oxtoby: 293-7, 304-6, DeBary & Bloom: 392-414 

Mon., 
Sep. 11 

Quiz 4 
Chinese Traditions: Buddhism (Pure Land) 

Oxtoby: 223-5 (Pure Land), 226-30 (Chan), 297-304, De-
Bary & Bloom: 415-432, 481-529 

Tue., 
Sep. 12 

Japanese Traditions: Shinto  Oxtoby: 342-55, DeBary, et al.: 3-39 

Wed., 
Sep. 13 

Japanese Traditions: Buddhism (Zen) Oxtoby: 225-6 (Jodo), 230-1 (Meditation & Koan Training) 
355-67, DeBary, et al.: 100-21, 211-37 

Thur., 
Sep. 14 

Final Exam  
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Both Buddha and Conficius said (not really) take notes! Lots of ‘em! Here is a blank page for notes. 

 
 
	

About	Me	
You can call me Peter. I am a PhD candidate in the Religious Studies 
department working on medieval Chinese religions, with a focus on 
Buddhism. My dissertation examines how smell and aromatic sub-
stances influenced medieval religions in China. Obviously, my research 
stinks! (Sorry…)  

I have stayed in Buddhist temples in the US and in Asia and 
have assisted for over a dozen years at the Woodenfish Program, which 
brings colleges students to China to live in a Buddhist monastery for a 
month during the summer.  If you have any questions about living with 
monastics, or are curious about the program, let me know!  


