
Department of Religions & Theology 

MODULE DESCRIPTIONS 

Semester A: 

 

Classical Thinkers on Religion: BCRE12   (HE 2346) 

ECTS:   5   

Contact hours:   22 Lecture hours  

Lecturer(s):  Dr Alexandra Grieser (griesera@tcd.ie/ext. 4714) 

Module Description: 

This course will explore "classic" attempts to develop theories of religion, mainly from a religious 

studies’ perspective. Reflecting on religion has been an important element of the intellectual history 

of European modernity. Thinking about religion also meant to think about societies and power, 

about culture and what makes a human being human. We will reconstruct the transformations of 

the concepts of religion within the early study of religion and identify the historical, philosophical 

and social contexts. While most of the course is dedicated to these classical positions, we will keep 

track of how the theories responded to the problems of their time, and how they have shaped our 

understanding of religion until today. 

Learning Outcomes: 

On successful completion of this course, students will be able to: 

• Identify presuppositions and core tenets of key thinkers in modernity on religion. 

• Understand and distinguish typical concepts and approaches in theories on religion. 

• Identify the relevance and consequences of theorizing in the study of religion. 

• Discuss the changing relationship between religion and society in different eras. 

• Distinguish between scholarly, religious, atheist, philosophical and common sense perspectives, 

and understand them as a response to the problems of their time. 

• Present and discuss critiques of the approaches, highlighting methodological strengths and 

weaknesses. 

 

Indicative Reading: 

Heelas, Paul andWoodhead, Linda, Religion in Modern Times: An Anthology (Oxford: Wiley-

Blackwell, 2000). 

Kessler, Gary, Fifty Key Thinkers on Religion (London: Routledge, 2011). 

Pals, Daniel L., Eight Theories of Religion (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006). 

Smith, Jonathan Z., Relating Religion: Essays in the Study of Religion (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 2004). 

Stausberg, Michael (ed.), Contemporary Theories of Religion: A Critical Companion (London: 

Routledge, 2009). 

Series “Key Thinkers in the Study of Religion”, 7 vols, (London: Routledge, with North American 

Association for the Study of Religion, 2007-). 

Methods of Assessment:Essay of 3000 words, deadline Fri, April 7, 2017. 


