
Debates in Method and Theory 
REL 512—Fall 2022 

Thursday, 1:30-3:20 (PRH 210) 

Professor: K. Merinda Simmons (she/her/hers)       Office: PRH 301 
Email: merinda.simmons@ua.edu       Office hours: by appointment 

“[D]ifference is the condition of possibility of identity or, rather, its constitutive limit: 
what makes its articulation possible at the same time what makes any final or closed 
articulation impossible” 

—Judith Butler, “Merely Cultural” (1997) 

Course Description 

We will organize our discussions around a concept that has long animated a number of pivotal 
debates in the humanities: “identity.” Paying particular attention to how this concept continues to be 
deployed in the academic study of religion, we will attend to important questions regarding the term 
and how those questions shape different modes of scholarship. What are the possibilities and 
limitations of certain theoretical and methodological approaches to identity? When, how, and why 
does a scholar’s own identity enter into the kind of work they do? Should it play a role at all? What is 
“identity” taken to name in the first place? In the process of examining how scholars address these 
and other questions, we will also explore the form and function of academic debate as a genre of 
writing and rhetoric.  

Student Learning Outcomes 
Students in REL 512 will:  
1) Learn some basic themes and questions present in academic debates on identity
2) Become familiar with claims and contestations regarding “theory” in the academic study of religion
3) Gain and apply skills in close reading
4) Hone and demonstrate academic writing skills at the graduate level

Texts/Resources 
Assigned readings (as well as some recommended ones) will be available through Google Drive. 

Requirements 

*Attendance and Participation: This is a graduate seminar that depends upon substantive and
consistent discussion, so attendance is required. If you know you will need to miss class, please email

mailto:merinda.simmons@ua.edu


me in advance. I expect you to do the readings and participate in our conversation. Be prepared to 
ask questions and contribute your own ideas on the readings. 

*Reading and Discussion: You are expected to read all assigned material (and/or watch any required
films) before class. You’ll take turns leading our conversation. No formal presentation is required, but
you should demonstrate a thorough reading of and engagement with the material. You’ll have the
floor for the first ten or so minutes, outlining some major themes/questions/ideas that might
productively ground our conversation. After that, I’ll just rely on you to help facilitate the discussion
that ensues.

*Annotated Bibliography: Early in the semester, you will identify a theoretical question useful to
your own research interests. Then you’ll spend time collecting scholarly sources that elucidate and
respond to the question in various ways. The culminating annotated bibliography of 10-15 of these
sources should not only present brief summaries of the texts’ claims but also cast the texts in relation
to one another as part of a larger critical discussion about your chosen topic (and the debates
therein).

*“Conference Paper” and Abstract: Using the work on the annotated bibliography as a starting point, 
you will write a final paper approximately 10 double-space pages long. This paper should present 
something of a narrative arc to a scholarly debate and offer your own take on the stakes and 
structure of that debate. Your analysis should offer a nod toward where you think the conversation 
might and/or should go from where it currently stands. This assignment will include also an abstract 
summarizing the work. You will submit that abstract by Oct. 1 for consideration to the Annual 
Meeting of the Southeast Region of the American Academy of Religion and Society of Biblical 
Literature (RELSE). 

*Grading:
Participation (attendance + discussion): 70%
Annotated Bibliography: 15%
Final Essay: 15%

General Course Policies 

Consultations/Safe Zone: 
Please speak with me well in advance if you are having difficulties satisfactorily completing the 
course’s requirements on time or if you have any questions/concerns. Although I cannot guarantee 
that accommodations can be made, speaking with me before a problem arises will greatly enhance 
my ability to address the situation in a way that is both fair to your classmates and beneficial to you. 
Also, please note that I am a Safe Zone Ally, one of many resource people on campus who provide an 
open door for individuals seeking information or assistance regarding issues related to sexual 
orientation, gender identity, harassment, and/or discrimination. Feel free to talk to me any time if 
you or someone you know has questions or concerns. 

The University of Alabama is committed to an ethical, inclusive community defined by respect and 
civility. The UAct website (www.ua.edu/uact) provides a list of reporting channels that can be used to 

https://diversity.ua.edu/safe-zone/
http://www.ua.edu/uact)


report incidences of illegal discrimination, harassment, sexual assault, sexual violence, retaliation, 
threat assessment or fraud. 

Names & Pronouns: (Adapted from Wooster College, Sample Syllabus Statements) 
All people have the right to be addressed and referred to in accordance with their personal identity. I 
include pronoun introductions, recognizing that our own identifications do not always correspond to 
how we are perceived or read by others. I will do my best to address and refer to all students by the 
names and pronouns that they share in class, regardless of what is listed on the roster. 

Statement on Academic Misconduct: 
All academic work must be the product of the student submitting it. Plagiarizing the work of someone 
else (quoting or summarizing another person’s ideas or intellectual labor without giving them credit 
through proper quotations, citations, and acknowledgment) is a serious offense and is taken very 
seriously in this class. Suspected cases of plagiarism, cheating, or other forms of academic misconduct 
will be referred to the Dean of the College of Arts and Sciences. You are bound by UA’s Honor Code in 
this class. 

Disability Accommodation: 
If you are registered with the Office of Disability Services, please make an appointment with me as 
soon as possible to discuss any course accommodations that may be necessary. If you have a 
disability, but have not contacted the Office of Disability Services, please call 348-4285 or visit Houser 
Hall, Suite 1000, to register for services. 

Grading Scale 
A 90-100
B 80-89
C 70-79
D 60-69
F 59 and below

Calendar 

Our Selves 
Aug. 25 Introduction: What’s in a debate? On claims and their premises 

*Jon Stewart on Crossfire
*Judith Butler “Big Think” video
*Toni Morrison’s fishbowl metaphor

Sept. 1 *AAR Roundtable (2016), “What’s Love Got to Do with It?: Critical Appraisals of Love as
a Civic Value”
*Religious Studies Project Roundtable (2016), “Should Scholars of Religion be Critics or
Caretakers?”

https://teachingandlearning.spaces.wooster.edu/sample-syllabus-statements/
https://provost.ua.edu/academic-misconduct-disciplinary-policy/#:~:text=The%20Academic%20Honor%20Pledge%20reads,at%20The%20University%20of%20Alabama.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aFQFB5YpDZE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Bo7o2LYATDc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ccDzQecGuMk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ccDzQecGuMk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7Aaa4slCKRI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7Aaa4slCKRI


Sept. 8 *Glen Watts and Sharday Mosurinjohn (2022), “Can Critical Religion Play by Its Own
Rules? Why There Must Be More Ways to Be ‘Critical’ in the Study of Religion”
*AAR panel (2018), “Complicit Scholarship: Race, Gender, and the Politics of Religious
Studies”

Sept. 15 Responses to Watts and Mosurinjohn article: 
*Craig Martin, “Norms and Concepts: A Response to Watts and Mosurinjohn”
*Matt Sheedy

Sept. 22 Conversation with Matt Sheedy (University of Bonn) 

Our Methods and Theories 
Sept. 29 *Joyce A. Joyce (1987), “The Black Canon: Reconstructing Black American Literary

Criticism” 
*Henry Louis Gates, Jr. (1987), “‘What’s Love Got to Do with It?’: Critical Theory,
Integrity, and the Black Idiom”
*Houston A. Baker, Jr. (1987), “In Dubious Battle”
*Joyce A. Joyce (1987), “‘Who the Cap Fit’: Unconsciousness and Unconscionableness
in the Criticism of Houston A. Baker, Jr., and Henry Louis Gates, Jr.”
Oct. 1: Deadline to submit abstract to RELSE

Oct. 6 *James Baldwin and William F. Buckley (1965), Debate: “Has the American Dream
Been Achieved at the Expense of the American Negro?”
*Noam Chomsky and Michel Foucault (1971), Debate on Human Nature
*Michael Millner, “Post Post-Identity” (2005)

Oct. 13  Conversation with Leslie Dorrough Smith (Avila University) 

Oct. 20  MTSR discussion on “religious literacy” (2022): 
* Johannes C. Wolfart, “‘Religious Literacy’: Some Considerations and Reservations”
* Responses (read at least 3):

Martha Shaw 
Ilyse R. Morgenstein Fuerst 
Daniel Enstedt 
David G. Robertson 
Rita Lester 
Eugene V. Gallagher 

* Johannes C. Wolfart, Rejoinder: “‘Cause Even Though It’s Perfect It’s Not/ It’s the
Best Thing This World’s Got’—or Not?

Our Data 
Oct. 27  Discussion on “scholars,” Constructing ‘Data’ in Religious Studies 

*Craig Martin, “‘The Thing itself Always Steals Away’: Scholars and the Constitution of
their Objects of Study”
*Responses:

Vaia Touna 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p9kkw3-yFXg&list=UUX6uvX8BPcXMl9W4fqyax-Q&index=11
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p9kkw3-yFXg&list=UUX6uvX8BPcXMl9W4fqyax-Q&index=11
https://craigmartinreligion.wordpress.com/2022/07/19/norms-and-concepts-a-response-to-watts-and-mosurinjohn/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5Tek9h3a5wQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5Tek9h3a5wQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3wfNl2L0Gf8&t=15s


Martha Smith Roberts 
Jason W. M. Ellsworth 
Joel Harrison 

Nov. 3 Conversation with Craig Martin (St. Thomas Aquinas College) 

Nov. 10 Discussion on “religion and religious studies in civic life,” Reinventing Religious 
Studies: 
*Raymond B. Williams, “So what are we professing here? Religion, the liberal arts, and
civic life”
*Responses:

Heather Hartel 
Robert J. Stephens 
Forrest Clingerman 

*Raymond B. Williams, Rejoinder
*Annotated bibliography due

Nov. 17 *Final Essay due

Nov. 24 Thanksgiving break, no class 

Dec. 1 Closing discussion 
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