
Theology & Religious Studies
University of San Diego
Spring 2018
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“I teach one thing and one thing only: suffering and the end of suffering.”
~ Buddha Sakyamuni

COURSE DESCRIPTION

This course is an introduction to the academic study of Buddhism. The course systematically explores
the philosophical foundations, historical development, religious practices, and cultural expressions of
the world’s Buddhist traditions. Through literature, film, art, music, and an analysis of current events,
students investigate the similarities and differences among these traditions. The content will include
analysis and self-reflection on global diversity, including issues of privilege, inclusion, power, and
oppression, especially as related to race, ethnicity, religion, and gender. Students are encouraged to bring
their own background and experience to the study of Buddhist thought and practice.  

The course has four major components. First, students discuss the legends surrounding the Buddha’s
life and the central Buddhist teachings. Second, they trace the historical, literary, and cultural
developments that characterize the spread of the Buddhist teachings to new social, cultural, and political
environments. Third, through dialogue and debate, students explore Buddhist responses to
contemporary social issues, including environment justice, gender justice, medical ethics, economic
ethics, power, and politics. Fourth, they learn about the experiences of marginalized groups, including
women, immigrants, sexual minorities, and other groups that are typically under-represented. Taking
an anthropological approach as participant/observers, students visit Buddhist temples to gain first-hand
experience of diverse ethnic Buddhist communities.

The most important qualification for this class is an open mind. The objective is to create a safe
community of inquiry that is informative, intellectually enriching, and respectful, especially when
discussing controversial issues. Regular class attendance, active participation in discussions, and
completion of readings on time are expected. 

Weekly quizzes, two field research papers (6 pages in length), three exams, and classroom discussions
are designed to help students: (1) increase comprehension of the class readings and lectures; (2) develop
critical thinking skills; (3) increase cultural competency; and (4) develop writing and speaking skills to
articulate their experiences and insights.



LEARNING OUTCOMES
At the conclusion of this course, successful students will be able to: 
1. understand, articulate, and analyze Buddhist systems of thought and practice, including essential
terms, concepts, distinctions, and exempla; 
2. compare and contrast the history and development of diverse Buddhist traditions in response to
historical, intellectual, cultural, and political developments;
3. critically analyze and explain social constructions and representations of race, class, gender, and
religion from a variety of Buddhist theoretical perspectives;
4. critically reflect on and describe how they and others have experienced privilege and oppression;
5. analyze how social constructions are produced historically and reproduced in contemporary contexts;
in particular, students will be able to articulate the experiences of women, immigrants, and other
marginalized peoples and their allies as they struggle against racism, sexism, classism, and/or
heterosexism;
6. critically examine and communicate effectively about the intersections of categories such as race,
ethnicity, class, gender, and sexuality in local and global contexts; and
7. explain Buddhist social and philosophical perspectives and make meaningful comparisons among the
Buddhist traditions and other religious traditions.

REQUIRED TEXTS 

Hanh, Thich Nhat. Peace is Every Step: The Path of Mindfulness in Everyday Life. Berkeley: Parallax Press,
1992.

Loy, David. Money, Sex, War, Karma: Notes for a Buddhist Revolution. Boston: Wisdom Publication, 2008.

Strong, John S. Buddhisms: An Introduction. London: Oneworld Publications, 2015.

CLASS SCHEDULE (Subject to Revision)

January 29 Introducing Buddhism
Monday

January 31 Śākyamuni, Lives and Legends I
Wednesday Readings: Buddhisms, 39–66

February 5 Śākyamuni, Lives and Legends II
Monday Readings: Buddhisms, 66–86

February 7 Overcoming the Buddha’s Absence 
Wednesday Readings: Buddhisms, 87–111

February 12 Some Permutations of the Middle Way
Monday Readings: Buddhisms, 113–34

February 14 The Four Truths
Wednesday Readings: Buddhisms, 135–59



February 19 The Early Buddhist Community
Monday Readings: Buddhisms, 161–80

February 21 The Early Buddhist Community
Wednesday Readings: Buddhisms, 180–98

February 26 Visions and Divisions of the Samgha
Monday Readings: Buddhisms, 199–231

February 28 Mahāyāna and Vajrayāna 
Wednesday Readings: Buddhisms, 235–56

March 5 Exam #1
Monday

March 7 Mahāyāna Doctrinal Developments
Wednesday Readings: Buddhisms, 257–89

March 12 The Bodhisattva Path
Monday Readings: Buddhisms, 291–317

º 1  Fie ld  Re s e arc h  Pro p o s al Du es t

March 14 Buddhism in Thai Society
Wednesday Readings: Buddhisms, 319–37

March 19 Buddhism in Japanese Society
Monday Readings: Buddhisms, 339–62

º 1  Fie ld  Re s e arc h  Pap e r Du est

March 21 Buddhism in Tibetan Society
Wednesday Readings: Buddhisms, 363–88
 

March 26–April 2 Spring Break - No Classes

 

April 4 Breathe! You Are Alive
Wednesday Readings: Peace is Every Step, 5–49

April 9 Breathe! You Are Alive
Monday Readings: Peace is Every Step, 51–91

April 11 Exam #2
Wednesday



April 16 Buddhism and Social Duhkha
Monday Readings: Money, Sex, War, Karma, 1-24

April 18 The End of Social Duhkha
Wednesday  Readings: Money, Sex, War, Karma, 25–44

April 23 Karma and Sex
Monday Readings: Money, Sex, War, Karma, 45–78

º 2  Fie ld  Re s e arc h  Pro p o s al Du en d

April 25 Institutionalized Duhkha
Wednesday Readings: Money, Sex, War, Karma, 79–102

April 30 Healing the Environment
Monday Readings: Money, Sex, War, Karma, 103–126

May 2 War and Revolution
Wednesday Readings:  Money, Sex, War, Karma, 127–52

May 7 The Feminist Transformation of Buddhism
Monday Readings: Tsomo, “Global Exchange: Women in the Transformation of

Buddhism,” TransBuddhism: Transmission, Translation, Transformation, 209–36
º 2  Field Research Paper Duend

May 9 Buddhism and Sexual Diversity
Wednesday Readings: Cabezón, “Homosexuality and Buddhism” and Zwilling, “Avoidance

and Exclusion,” Queer Dharma, 29–54

May 14 Review/Presentations
Monday

May 21, 2–4 pm Final Exam



COURSE REQUIREMENTS

1. Clas s ro o m  Etiq u e tte .
ý This class will be laptop-free. Studies have shown that students perform better and class interaction
is improved when laptops are n o t used. 
ý You may use a laptop if  you present me with a note from Disability Services explaining that you
require this accommodation. 
ý There is to be no texting in class. Cell phones and other digital devices m u s t be turned off before
class. Do not just turn to “vibrate.” Vibrations can be heard by others around you. 
ý Resist the urge to send/receive messages and emails. This is rude and a distraction that is detrimental
to your optimal performance in this class. 
ý It is common courtesy to avoid leaving the room while class is in session. Take care of personal
business before or after class sessions.  Leaving the room during class will adversely affect your class
participation grade. 

2. Atte n d an c e . To optimize learning in the classroom, regular class attendance and active, informed
participation in class discussions are mandatory. Attendance will be taken at each class. After three
absences, 5 points will be deducted for each additional absence. If you miss a class, it is your
responsibility to obtain assignments and class notes from fellow students.

3. Pun c tu ality . As a matter of professional courtesy, students are expected to arrive for classes on time.
Students who miss more than 15 minutes of class will be marked absent. Late arrivals are responsible
for informing the professor of their attendance after class; failure to do so will count as an absence.

4. Re ad in g  As s ig nm e n ts . Assigned readings should be completed b e fo re  coming to class. The
instructor will call on students at random to answer questions related to the reading assignment. To
increase comprehension of the readings, take notes, and bring a written question to each class. Be
prepared to answer: What were the important points of this reading? Do you agree or disagree with
those points? Why? What questions does this reading raise for you? How does the reading relate to your
own experience, to current events, or to other reading or research you have done?

5. Pe rs p e c tiv e s . As a Diversity, Inclusion, and Social Justice (DISJ) course, students will engage in
critical thinking about social issues, including race, gender, economic justice and injustice, cultural
diversity, and so on. Gender inclusive language is encouraged and supported. Evidence-based,
theoretical analysis is emphasized over personal preferences, beliefs, and opinions. Respect for diverse
points of view is expected.

6. Qu izze s . Weekly quizzes will test students’ comprehension of class readings and lectures. Quizzes
typically ask students to define key terms and concepts in the original languages (Pali/Sanskrit, Chinese,
Japanese, Tibetan, etc.). Quizzes will be graded from 0–10 points (10 x 10 = 100). The lowest score of
11quizzes will be dropped. There will be no make-up quizzes. Be sure to keep copies of all
assignments. 

7. Exam s . There will be three closed-book, closed-note exams. You must take the exams at the
scheduled times, with no exceptions. Make travel plans well in advance. Each exam includes multiple
choice, definition of terms, and essay questions. Each exam is worth 100 points (3 x 100 = 300).

8. Fie ld  Re s e arc h  Pap e rs . Students are required to submit two field research papers documenting
religious services (not meditation sessions) at two different traditional Buddhist temples (not Dharma
centers). A list of temples and field research guidelines will be provided. Field research may be
conducted either individually or as a group, but each student must submit an original research paper that
is entirely his or her own work. Be sure to schedule your site visits well in advance of the paper due date
to allow time for library research, reflection, and careful writing.



Field research papers must be clearly written and grammatically correct, using standard spelling. Be sure
to edit and proofread your paper carefully before you submit it for grading. Each paper should be 6
pages in length (double-spaced, 1" margins, 12-point Times New Roman font). The paper must include
a detailed 2-page description of a traditional Buddhist service (not an interview, meditation, or class)
and a 4-page critical analysis of a related topic of your choice. A 1-page research proposal is due two
weeks in advance, including (a) research site, (b) a specific topic, and (c) a bibliography.

Field research papers are graded from 0–100 points (2 x 100 = 200). Papers will be evaluated on
thoroughness of observation, depth of research, quality of theoretical analysis, accuracy, and clarity. A
photo of yourself taken at a service inside the temple must be attached and submitted online at
Turnitin.com by the due date. Five (5) points will be deducted for each day a complete paper or photo
is late. Good karma points for recycled paper. * Internet resources are unacceptable for these
papers. Use peer-reviewed academic articles.

9. Clas s  Partic ip atio n . Engaged participation in class is expected and will be taken into account when
calculating final grades (50 points). To accrue points: (a) bring your book or a print-out of the readings
to each class; (b) be prepared to answer questions on the readings each time; (c) ask thoughtful
questions based on careful reading and reflection; (d) listen respectfully; and (e) engage in meaningful
discussion about the readings; (f) present up to 3 brief analyses of Buddhism-related news reports in
class, and/or (g) submit up to 3 brief reports on extracurricular Buddhist-related talks or events. To lose
points: (a) arrive late for class; (b) eat during class; (c) leave the classroom; (d) re-enter the classroom;
(e) chat with your neighbor during class; (f) check your cell phone; (g) forget to turn it off; (h) turn on
your laptop; (i) behave disrespectfully to the professor or classmates, etc.

10. Ac ad e m ic  In te g rity . All students are required to familiarize themselves with and carefully observe
USD’s Academic Integrity Policy. Talking during quizzes and exams or submitting the ideas or words
of others as your own (plagiarism) will not be tolerated. All assignments must be your own original
work. Be sure to include complete citations (including exact page numbers) for all words and ideas of
others used in your paper. Use quotation marks to indicate statements (even 2 or 3 words) taken from
any source. Failure to provide complete citations for all reference works consulted may result in a grade
of F in the course.

11. Offic e  Ho u rs . Students are encouraged to take advantage of office hours to discuss strategies for
studying effectively, ideas for papers, any questions about the course material, solutions to the world’s
problems, or life in general. Students are invited to meet with the professor during the first few weeks
of the semester to get acquainted and discuss topics for the first field research paper. A sign-up sheet
for appointments will be available the first weeks of class.

12. Sp e c ial Ne e d s . Any student who may need an accommodation due to a disability should see the
professor during office hours or make an appointment.

13. Co u rs e w o rk Evalu atio n .
      Weekly Quizzes (10 x 10) 100 90–100% A-/A/A+
      Exams (3 x 100) 300 80–89% B-/B/B+
      Field Research Papers (2 x 100) 200 70–79% C-/C/C+
      Class Participation   50 60–69% D-/D/D+

   0–59% F

Ele c tin g  to  take  th is  c las s  s ig n if ie s  th at y o u  ag re e  to  ab id e  b y  th e  p ro v is io n s  o f  th is  s y llab u s .


