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Native religions are remarkably 
diverse and grounded in very 
specific languages, places, 
lifeway rites, and communal 
relationships embedded in a 
unique ethnic history often 
overshadowed by the more 
pervasive history of religious 
and political suppression. This 
course will introduce you to the history 
and contemporary realities of Native 
American religions in North America. 
We will evaluate and analyze the rich 
cultural, ceremonial, and ideological 
diversity of Native American religious 
practices and beliefs in diverse 
contexts: from the Northeast to the 
Great Plains, from the Southeast to 

the Pacific Northwest. In addition to 
distinct tribal traditions, we will discuss 
several pan-Indian religious 
movements, including the Ghost 
Dance and the Native American 
Church. We will analyze how historical 
experiences, such as contact with 
Euro-American missionaries, settlers, 
and soldiers, the dispossession of 
tribal lands and cultural genocide, and 
the development of hybrid and 
revitalization movements affect ritual 
practice and religious belief over 
time. Throughout, we will develop 
and analyze theories and methods in 
the study of Native American 
religions. We will foreground the 
voices of Native scholars and artists 
and consider issues of representation 
and authenticity. We will consider 

what counts as “religion” in America 
and how religious traditions shape and 
are shaped by other forms of 
difference (race, class, gender, age, 
sexuality, etc.). We will wrestle with 
how to appreciate cultural continuities, 
account for historical changes and 
articulate new religious combinations. 
At the same time, we will tackle 
questions of violence, asymmetrical 
power, colonization and the need for 
decolonized methodologies.

Required text 
Sam D. Gill, Native American Religions: An Introduction, 2nd ed., (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 2004).
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Course Objectives 
wEvaluate the religious expressions of diverse Native American communities by identifying key figures, groups, ideas, 
and events and synthesizing the connections between them; wAnalyze religion’s intersection with politics, race, 
ethnicity, and gender, as well as literature, art, and culture; wDevelop fundamental methodological and theoretical 
concepts utilized in the study and analysis of Native American religion; wDevelop research skills and improve ability to 
write analytically and comparatively about broad themes and historical moments, as well as specific texts and case 
studies; wDesign and implement a final research project using course material, as well as outside primary and 
secondary sources. 
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Course Requirements  
This course has four non-negotiable requirements: 1) attendance, 2) reading the assigned texts, 3) participation 
in seminars, and 4) respect for deadlines. Class attendance is mandatory. Participation in discussion is not an 
option, but an important part of the final grade. The instructor will make note of students who make consistent 
and substantial comments in class, and those who do not. Students must read all articles and texts in order to be 
prepared for class and to be able to accomplish assignments. I expect that you will spend an average of two 
hours preparing for each class and roughly two hours per page when writing papers for class. 
More detailed assignment prompts will be provided in a timely fashion. Finally, students must manage their time 
properly in order to submit assignments on the deadline.  

 
Participation in class, seminars and exercises 	
Individual participation includes attendance (which is mandatory), 
being active in class discussions, and in the work performed in 
groups. More than two unexcused absences will harm your final 
grade (I will subtract 20 points for each extra absence) and more 
than six total absences, barring major health or family issues 
discussed with the instructor, will result in a failing grade. You are 

expected to bring all relevant reading material with you. When students are assigned to work in groups, they 
must be self-motivated and must actively contribute both ideas and written materials to the project.  
 
The exception to this rule pertains to religious holidays. Your absence is excused if you are observing a religious 
holiday. For students who plan to miss class because of religious observance, please refer to the Student 
Handbook for instructions and procedures. 
 
Reading Guide 
It is very important that you not only read the assigned material, but also 
that you critically examine and interrogate it. Throughout the 
semester we will work to recognize and critique arguments, set primary 
sources in context, and compare and contrast multiple readings and authors. 
As you read, you should take note of the issues and questions that you want 
to bring to the discussion. All members of the class, students and instructor 
alike, are responsible for understanding, explaining, analyzing and teaching the material under discussion. Even 
on days when you are not a discussion leader, you are responsible for bringing discussion questions to class.  
 
The following should help you do so: 
1. What is the major argument of the text? What evidence does she use to support her argument?  
2. From what context is the author writing? What historical moment? How might that affect his writing? 
3. What doesn’t make sense to me?  What is not clear? What are the strengths and weaknesses of their 

argument?  
4. What other readings does this piece relate to from class? From my own experiences?  
5. Pose at least one question to be asked in class. These questions can be drawn directly from the text or 

can be the result of thoughts you had by relating this specific text with previous readings you did or 
experiences you had. 

 
#Discussion Leadership (300) 	
The most successful learning comes from you. Thus, you will be required to lead discussion three times 
throughout the semester. You will be required to do the assigned reading well in advance so you can meet with 
your partner and successfully lead discussion. You will spend 3-5 minutes introducing the reading, relevant 
tribes, and summarizing what you believe to be the most important aspects of the text. Following your 
introduction, you will lead class discussion by posing at least 5 relevant questions to be discussed. You are 
encouraged to create and print handouts with a brief introduction of the author/tribes and questions for the class, 
as well as upload them to Moodle.  
 
Suggestions for writing discussion questions:  
--Avoid yes/no questions, unless they have a strong “why” or “how” component. 

Course Assignments 
Discussion Leadership                300 pts.                             
Response Paper  100 pts. 
Encyclopedia Entry  200 pts. 
Annotated Bibliography  100 pts. 
Final Paper & Presentation   300 pts. 
 

Instructor: Professor Brenna Keegan 
Email: bkeegan@randolphcollege.edu 
Office: Leggett 505 
Office Hours: M/W 2:00-4:00, T/TH  
11:00-1:00 & by appointment 
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--Avoid purely factual questions with short answers. Stress questions that require thinking/interpretation. 
--You might quote a significant sentence from the reading and ask a question about it. 
--Try to tie the reading to what we’ve learned about or talked about in other class sessions. For example… 
--Ask questions that ask for comparison or connections between the subject of the reading and other things 
we’ve been studying. 
--Ask questions that call for evidence, either from the reading or from elsewhere in the course. 
 
During class discussion, take a leadership role in asking the questions, raising interesting issues, presenting 
relevant information, and keeping the discussion centered on relevant issues. During class discussion, you’re the 
person responsible for calling on other people to talk. Make sure everyone has a chance to speak, and try not to 
call on the same person too often if other people have their hands up. Encourage everyone to participate. 

 
Grading criteria: Discussion leadership will be graded on the following scale: Preparation and thought (40 points) 
– Did the leaders communicate and understanding of the issues in the assigned readings? Did they effectively tie 
in those issues to larger themes in this course? Was there a handout? Questions (40 points) – Did they have (at 
least) five prepared questions and use them during class? Did the leaders follow the syllabus guidance in 
preparing the questions? Were the questions relevant, thoughtful and appropriate? Leadership (20 points) – Did 
the questions engage the class? Did the leaders interact well with the class and keep discussion moving? 

 
#Response Paper (100)	
Respond to and critically analyze the readings and class discussions of Unit 1: Theorizing Native American 
religious traditions. What are the major concerns in the academic study of Native American religious traditions? 
What are some of the different sides of the debate? What issues might arise with insider or outsider approaches? 
What do you think? How should we go about respectfully “decolonizing” our methodologies? Be sure to analyze 
multiple arguments (you must cite at least three of the readings), but be clear about where you stand. Your paper 
should be thesis-driven and present your own ideas. 

 
Length: 750 to 1,000 words (3-4 pages). Please double-space. Eleven or twelve-point type is preferred. Upload a 
digital copy to Moodle before class begins (Word or Pages format – please, do not send PDF). 
Grading Criteria (100 Points): 25 Points – Overall presentation of the paper (grammar, spelling, clarity of prose, 
and citations, as well as sentence and paragraph structure, flow, transitions, and organization); 35 Points: 
Engagement with sources and course material (Does the paper use at least three sources from the course to 
answer the prompt? Does the paper adequately use quotations or summaries of sources in the explanation? 
Does the paper use the sources to develop and support a larger argument?) 40 Points: Development of a 
thesis/argument (Is there a clear thesis statement? Was the thesis supported with evidence from the readings 
throughout the paper? Does the thesis answer the prompt? Does this paper go beyond merely restating the 
prompt to creatively engage with the material?)  
 
#Encyclopedia Entry (200) 
You will be responsible for the creation of an encyclopedia entry of a Native American community not discussed 
in class, highlighting connections between religious beliefs and practices and other aspects of life—religion never 
stands alone. We will spend one class period in the library, learning about best practices for research, available 
databases and resources for your project. You will briefly present the community and religion—including images, 
videos, or recordings—to the entire class, with attention to how it fits into the broader themes and histories 
studied in the course. The entry must contain between 1,250-1,500 words (5-6 pages) and be properly cited 
throughout, using primary and secondary sources. We will put all entries online, with images, audio, or other 
media, in order to highlight class learning. The following information should be included, with attention to religion, 
in every entry: 

 
1. Geography and environment 
2. A brief overview of major research  
3. Creation story  
4. Political organization 
5. Social organization 
6. Economics 

7. Material Culture and Technology 
8. Specific religious practices and beliefs 
9. Historical interaction with US government, 

settlers, and missionaries 
10. The tribe today
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#Annotated Bibliography (100 points) 
An annotated bibliography is excellent preparation for your research project. They encourage you to critically 
evaluate sources as you develop a debatable, interesting, and current thesis. Writing an annotated bibliography 
will help you identify what has already been written about your topic, what the issues are, and what people are 
arguing about, in order to develop your own point of view.  
 
Task: Identify five academic sources that pertain to your final research paper. You must include a summary and 
evaluation of each source. These annotations should be written in paragraph form (200-300 words per source) 
and include the following information: 
 
1. An explanation of the main purpose of the source—what is it trying to argue? Why was it written?  
2. A short summary of key findings or arguments of the source 
3. The academic/intellectual credentials of the source. Does it appear in a peer-reviewed journal? Is the author 

someone who has expertise in the area? 
4. Any shortcomings or biases you notice 
5. The value of this work as a contribution to the topic you’re exploring. 
 
#Final Research Paper: (300 points) 
The final paper is the major academic enterprise of this course. It involves research and reading new material 
besides the assigned texts for this class, both secondary and primary sources. In support of academic freedom 
and personal interests, you may propose a research paper on any aspect of religion in Native North America of 
your own choosing. Your paper must be a critical analysis of your chosen topic, thesis-driven (i.e. you must 
argue something), based in the appropriate theory and methodology, with summary and description kept to a 
minimum. Your research should be supported by a minimum of five academic sources outside of course material.  
 
Start with something that interests you. You may expand on a topic we discussed in class with a different tribe or 
a tribe we discussed in class, but with a new topic; you may explore a movement or tribe from near your 
hometown or a region you’ve never been to; perhaps the interaction of a religious community with the 
government or missionaries; you may take a historical approach that illuminates the under-examined practices of 
a tribe or turn a critical eye to a contemporary movement. You must choose your topic by November 6 and meet 
with the professor (for approval) before the Annotated bibliography is due on November 15. Final Paper is Due 
December 14 at 5pm.  
 
Length: The paper must contain between 2,000-2,500 words (8-10 pages), with references and footnotes 
included. Please double-space. Eleven or twelve-point type is preferred. Please print and bring paper to class.    

 
Grading Criteria (300 Points): 150 Points – Strength of analysis and application of key concepts (texts plus 
classroom activities/discussion, and extra readings). 50 Points: Engagement with sources. 70 Points: 
Organization; clarity; quality of writing; freedom from spelling, punctuation, and grammar errors. 30 Points: 
Enterprise and creativity. A more detailed grading rubric will be provided closer to the due date. 

 
Course Schedule (*denotes reading in textbook) 
# Date Topic What to Read What’s 

Due 
1 T 8/28 Introduction In class: Syllabus  
2 TH 8/30 Intro to 

Native North 
America 

Mark Sutton, “Introduction,” An Introduction to Native North 
America, 1-26. 
 
In class: Assign discussion leaders 

Bring 
discussion 
questions to 
class 

 Unit 1: Theorizing Native Religions  
3 T 9/4 Theorizing 

Native 
Gill, “The Academic Study of Religion,” 965-975 and 
Christopher Jocks (Mohawk), “A Response to Sam Gill,” 169-
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Religions 176, Gill, “Rejoinder to Christopher Jocks,” 177-181, Lee Irwin 
(Cherokee), “Response: American Indian Religious Traditions 
and the Academic Study of Religion,” 887-892 in Journal of 
the American Academy of Religion.  

4 TH 9/6 Decolonial 
Methods 

Vine Deloria, Jr., (Standing Rock Sioux), “Indians Today, the 
Real and the Unreal,” Custer Died for Your Sins, 1-13, 21-27. 
Michelene Pesantubbee (Choctaw), “Religious Studies on the 
Margins: Decolonizing Our Minds,” in Native Voices, 209-222. 

 

Unit 2: Sacred Narratives, Sacred Landscapes 
5 T 9/11 Creation 

Stories 
*Gill, “The Place to Begin,” 10-26.  
Joy Harjo, “There is no such thing as a one-way land bridge,” 
Native Voices, 243-4. 
Introduction to Zuni, Seneca, Diné peoples.   

 

6 TH 9/13 Oral Histories *Gill, “Orality and Native American Religions,” 27-42. 
Jay Hansford C. Vest (Monacan), “Crossing Paths: 
Intersections between Louis Michel and Monacan Oral 
Traditions,” 163-174. 
Introduction to the Monacan. 

 

7 T 9/18 In class: Watch The Light of Reverence  Response 
Paper 

8 TH 9/25 Teaching 
Landscapes 

Keith Basso, Wisdom Sits in Places, 105-149. 
Introduction to the Western Apache. 

 

9 T 10/2 Traditional 
Ecological 
Knowledge 

Fikret Berkes, “Cree Worldview ‘From the Inside,” and 
“Indigenous Knowledge in Context,” in Sacred Ecology, 105-
118, 202-218. 
Introduction to the Cree.  

 

Unit 3: Sacred Actions 
10 TH 10/4 Symbolic Life *Gill, “Action and Performance,” 43-60. 

Sherry Farell Racette, Alan Corbiere (Anishinaabe), and 
Crystal Migwans (Anishinaabekwe), “Pieces left along the trail: 
Material culture histories and Indigenous Studies,” in Sources 
and Methods in Indigenous Studies, 223-228.  
Introduction to Hopi, Kwakiutl, and Pueblo peoples. 

 

11 T 10/9 Sacred 
Ceremonies 

*Gill, “Ways of Life,” 84-102. 
Introduction to Salteaux and Wintun peoples. 

 

12 TH 10/11 In Class: Library Session 
Fall Break – Unit 4: Sacred Bodies 

13 TH 10/18 Lifecycles *Gill, “Roads of Life,” 61-83. 
Leslie Silko, “The Man to Send Rain Clouds,” 358-361. 
Introduction to Ojibwe and Tohono O’odham peoples.  

 

14 T 10/23 Healing Denise Nadeau (Mi’kmaq) and Alannah Earl Young 
(Musikeginiwak Cree), “Restoring Sacred Connection with 
Native Women in the Inner City,” in Religion and healing: 115-
135. 
Introduction to Indigenous urban communities.  

 

15 TH 10/25 Encyclopedia Entry Due and In Class Presentations 
16 T 10/30 Gender and 

Kinship 
Alexandria Wilson (Opaskwayak Cree Nation), “Our Coming In 
Stories: Two-spirit people, body sovereignty, and gender self-
determination,” Journal of Global Indigeneity, 1-5. 
Mary Crow Dog (Lakota Sioux), Lakota Woman, 1-27, 156. 
Introduction to the Lakota Sioux.  
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17 TH 11/1 Native 
Graves 

Greg Johnson, “Tradition, Authority, and the Native American 
Graves Protection and Repatriation Act,” 355-381  
Introduction to Native Hawaiians (focus on NAGPRA) 

 

Unit 5: Native Encounters 
18 T 11/6 Contact Nabokov “Premonitions and Prophecies,” and “The Nation’s 

Hoop is Broken,” 3-17, 181-2, 224-225. 
Sutton, “European Invasion,” 27-48. 

 

19 TH 11/8 Native 
Christianities 

James Treat, “Native Christian Discourse,” 1-22 and   
James L. West (Southern Cheyenne), “Indian Spirituality: 
Another Vision,” 29-37 in Native and Christian. 
Introduction to Southern Cheyenne.  

 

20 T 11/13 Tradition and 
Change 

*Gill, “Tradition and Change in Native American Religions,” 
103-128. 

 

21 TH 11/15 In class: Watch Black Ash Basketry: A Story of Cultural Resilience or 
Guest speaker - Karenne Wood - karennewood@virginia.edu 

Annotated 
Biblio 

Thanksgiving Break – Unit 7: Revitalization Movements 
22 T 11/27 Ghost Dance Irwin, “The Ghost Dance Traditions,” in Coming Down From 

Above, 284-315. 
Introduction to Paiute.  

 

23 TH 11/29 Prophecies of 
Freedom 

Irwin, “In Search of Religious Freedom,” in Coming Down 
From Above, 316-356. 

 

24 T 12/4 Peyote and 
the Native 
American 
Church 

Thomas C. Maroukis, “The Origins and Development of the 
Peyote Religion and the Native American Church” in The 
Peyote Road: Religious Freedom and the Native American 
Church, 14-59. 
Introduction to the Carrizos, Kiowa, and Winnebagos.  

 

25 TH 12/6 Religious 
Appropriation 

Lisa Aldred, “Plastic Shamans and Astroturf Sun Dances: New 
Age Commercialization of Native American Spirituality,” 329-
352.  

 

26 T 12/11 What is 
Sacred? 

Winona LaDuke (Ojibwe), “Gods, Squirrels, and the Universe,” 
and “Salt, Water, Blood, and Coal,” Recovering the Sacred, 
20-46. 

 

Final Paper Due December 14 at 5 PM  

The Fine Print Regarding plagiarism: On papers and forum posts doing your own work is absolutely essential. In ALL 
work, you must cite the sources of any information, quotations or ideas that are not your own, using standard citation methods. 
Let me be very clear. You cannot copy and past text from the internet into your papers and pass it off as your own writing. You 
cannot turn in a paper that someone else has written or that you have bought or downloaded from online. Plagiarized work will 
automatically get a zero on the assignment and may cause you to fail the class, at my discretion. I take such violations very 
seriously. Please familiarize yourself with and follow the Honor System in the Student Handbook. Technology Use in Class: We 
will be busy in every class session and we don’t need any electronic distractions. Silence your cell phones before you enter the 
classroom. If it rings, I reserve the right to answer it. You are permitted to use your laptops and tablets in class exclusively to 
take notes and to view the readings.  Diversity Statement: Consistent with Randolph’s commitment to inclusivity, I pledge to do 
my best to run the class in a manner that is respectful of difference, including but not limited to, physical and mental ability, age, 
socio-economic status, religious identity, gender identity, race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, nationality and veteran status. 
Students are expected to be respectful of these differences in their conduct in class and on campus. Accommodation Of 
Disabilities: Students with disabilities who believe they may need accommodations in this class are encouraged to contact the 
Student Disability Access Office at as soon as possible to better ensure that such accommodations can be implemented in a 
timely fashion. Email etiquette: I am happy to communicate with you via email and will do my best to respond within 24 hours 
during the week. If it’s 3 AM and you’re feeling panicked, angry, frustrated, or annoyed, that most likely is NOT a good time to 
send an email. Ever. To me or anyone else. Take this as an important life lesson. It will serve you well. If you are sure that your 
questions or comments are professional and appropriate, be sure to include these professional courtesies: 1. In the subject line 
please indicate the content of the email (not the single word URGENT or anything related) and 2. Begin your message in the 
following manner: Dear Professor Keegan... And finish with sincerely, best, thanks, etc. followed by your full name. Do the same 
for every professor you’re in contact with! Professionalism goes a long way.

 


