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Add a New Course

Procedure 
1. The originating faculty member (OFM) works with department faculty and division chair to

develop curriculum change (CC).1
2. OFM sends CC to division chair, then to registrar, and then to chair of teacher education. Each

person electronically initials and returns CC to OFM.  This step is only to communicate that a
change is being proposed.

3. OFM forwards CC to curriculum committee chair and to faculty association president.
4. Curriculum committee holds digital forum for faculty and staff for questions and discussion of

CC. Faculty/staff are notified by e-mail about the forum.  The forum lasts five business days.2
5. Division faculty vote on CC.  Division chair records result of the vote, electronically signs CC,

and forwards to chair of teacher education.
6. Chair of teacher education determines if vote by teacher education committee is required. If so,

teacher education committee votes on CC.  Chair of teacher education records result of vote or
indicates that vote was not required, electronically signs CC, and forwards to chair of the
curriculum committee.

7. Curriculum committee votes on CC.  President of curriculum committee records result of vote
and electronically signs CC.

8. Chair of curriculum committee presents CC to faculty association.  Faculty association votes on
CC. Faculty association president records result of vote, electronically signs CC, and forwards
to vice president of academic affairs (VPAA).

9. VPAA determines approval of CC, electronically signs it, and forwards to university president.
10. The university president determines approval of CC, electronically signs it, and forwards to

USAO board of regents. University president sends letter of intent (LOI) to chancellor of the
state regents.

11. USAO board of regents votes on CC.  Chair of the board of regents signs CC and returns to
university president.  University president forwards CC to state regents no earlier than one
month after the LOI was submitted. If the change is substantive a vote is required by the state
regents.  If it is non-substantive, only notification to the state regents is necessary.3

12. Once approved by state regents, the University president contacts Academic Affairs. Academic
Affairs contacts OFM, registrar, and division chair about approval.

13. Registrar updates changes in Jenzabar and verifies updated checksheet. Registrar forwards
verified checksheet to C&M who updates the checksheet on the website.

14. OFM works with administrative assistant to VPAA to update course catalog. CC record is held in
the office of VPAA for 5 years. After 5 years it is relocated to university archives in Nash library.

1 A curriculum change will take approximately two months to complete the cycle of approvals within the university 
and another 6 months to be approved by the state regents.  However, that time may be longer based on the date 
when the proposal is initially submitted, the timing of regents’ meetings, and the level of completeness of the 
proposal. 
2It is the responsibility of the OFM to incorporate text of any agreed upon changes to the original proposal, as 
they see fit, based on comments from the faculty forum period in step 4.  The division chair will review the 
revised proposal to verify that the text was altered accurately.   
3A substantive change is a change in what students must complete to graduate (# of hours, deleting/adding a 
required course, changing admission requirements).  A non-substantive change does not change what students 
must complete to graduate (adding/removing an elective, changing a course prefix or title, changing a course #) 
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Originating Faculty Member  Date 

Department:  _____
Di   vi  s i o  n :    
Proposed Course #: ________________ 
Proposed Course Title: ___________________________________________________ 
Has your program undergone a program review within the last 5 years?   yes   no 

Append the following: 
A. Course description.
B. Justification for the new course.
C. Sample course syllabus.
D. If this is a resubmission of a previous curriculum change, include a description 

of the changes that have been made to the proposal. 



Course Description and Justification 
PRLG 3XX3: Belief 

 
Course Description 
This course is designed to analyze the nature of belief from a variety of disciplinary and 
philosophical perspectives, including religion, psychology, economics, culture, and philosophy. 
Thematically, the course will address religious belief, belief in miracles, self-deception, suspension of 
disbelief, the effect of ritual on belief, and how beliefs are held and propagated in cultural and 
historical situations. 
 
Justification 
This course has been offered on two previous occasions. This course change is to reflect the fact 
that Belief will be a consistent element within the Philosophy and Religious Studies curricular 
rotation. The course’s interdisciplinary content is also a complement to the IDS curriculum and to 
the stated mission of USAO. 
 
 



PRLG 4403: Belief 
The University of Science and Arts of Oklahoma, Spring 2015 

Zachary Simpson, Professor 
 

Office: Davis 204c 
E-mail: zsimpson@usao.edu 
Phone: 574-1381 
Office Hours: MWF: 8:30-9:30 am; TTh: 9-11 am and 3-4 pm (Other times can be arranged by 

appointment) 
Turnitin.com ID: 9276977   
Turnitin password: ritual 
 
Course Description 
This course is designed to analyze, in depth, what the nature of belief is from a variety of disciplinary 
and philosophical perspectives, including religion, psychology, economics, culture, and philosophy. 
In doing so, we will gain a more thorough understanding of a complex phenomenon that underlies 
many of the structures, traditions, and ideas in which we find meaning. Similarly, we will be able to 
evaluate the ways in which truth, faith, or the absence of either, come to mold and shape our lives in 
fundamental ways. 
 
Overview 
We are often asked the very simple question, “What do you believe in?” (This often makes for 
uncomfortable moments at the Thanksgiving table.) Rarely do we ask, however, what it means to 
believe, or how we believe. Were we to give these questions much thought, we are often armed with 
short and easy answers to how and why we come to form and hold certain beliefs. Yet, with a bit of 
penetration, the question of belief becomes a rather slippery one. What is it that we believe in, when 
we believe “in” something? How do we come to form and hold beliefs which are often counter-
intuitive? How do we believe in that which is unseen and often knowingly untrue? This course seeks 
to probe these questions. 
 Theodor Adorno once wrote in his Critical Models that concepts are best approached through 
“constellations.” Oftentimes a concept or idea is difficult to grasp, elusive. So, in the absence of 
knowing directly what an idea “really is,” we form sets of concepts that surround it. We may not 
know who God really is, but we can have a set of concepts that we pile up around God – God’s 
omnipotence, omnipresence, oneness, and so forth. This process of piling up and surrounding a 
concept is what Adorno meant by a constellation. And it is the aim of this class to form a 
constellation of concepts around a seemingly familiar idea – belief. 
 The course is centered around four “clusters” of analysis with the central aim of belief. 
Through religion, psychology, economics, and culture, our aim is encircle belief and see its contours, 
outlines, oddities, and contradictions. The aim is neither to determine or define belief, but, rather, to 
see the various ways in which it acts within our lives and how we engage with something so familiar 
yet possibly quite strange. 
 The course begins in familiar territory for the concept of belief – religion. Our first set of 
readings will defend a “traditional” concept of belief from the 20th Century theologian Paul Tillich. 
In his Dynamics of Faith, Tillich argues that everyone – even those who “do not believe” – have a 
center of faith in which they engage through signs, symbols, myths, and communities. In a sense, for 
Tillich it is natural to believe. This belief forms the center of our psycho-spiritual lives, and 
neglecting such a center leaves one broken and out-of-balance. 

mailto:zsimpson@usao.edu


 There is a counterpoint (and possible parallel) to Tillich, though, in the form of miracles. 
Through the wondrous instance of snake-handling churches in Appalachia, we will see the ways in 
which belief often engages wholeheartedly with the miraculous and unexplainable. Indeed, we may 
even see that such an understanding may form the very core of religion itself. Or, through the first-
person account of miraculous healings with snake-handlers, we come to question the limits of 
human understanding and the incredible ability to believe in that which appears, at first, to be 
counter-intuitive. 
 The first part of the course is familiar enough. Yet, in the next part of the course, on 
psychological and neurological accounts of belief, we begin to encircle the concept of belief more 
wholeheartedly. Our first entre into such a defamiliarization is the book Born to Believe, which gives a 
clear and synthetic account of our contemporary understanding of how the brain forms beliefs. This 
begins simply enough, with accounts of how perceptual and conceptual beliefs are formed. These 
analyses are enforced with accounts of childhood belief formation. But religious beliefs are a 
different matter, and we will use these bases to probe the nature of ritual, cognitive biases, and even 
the paradoxical notion of atheistic belief. Unfortunately, such forays may not necessarily clarify or 
demystify belief, but, rather, leave it altogether more enigmatic. 
 In line with this perspective, the next segment of the course turns to a form of belief which 
places potential advantage and the need to believe front and center – self-deception. We often 
believe in that which we know to be patently untrue, often, quixotically, at tremendous self-expense. 
The work of a number of contemporary psychologists and neurologists will hopefully shed light on 
why we believe in what we should not believe. We will then examine the potentially positive effects 
of such biasing in the instance of personal relationships and marriage. Or, more interestingly, the 
instance of the suspension of disbelief, one which we will encounter through a classical paper on 
“factionalism” and a not-so-classical examination of professional wrestling. 
 These encirclements bring us back, oddly, to religion, or at least to something we tend of 
think of as religious – ritual. Using the text, Ritual and its Consequences, we will explore the complicated 
relationship between the triad of ritual, belief, and sincerity. For Seligman and others, ritual creates a 
“subjunctive” (“as if”) world, one of new possibility. In a sense, ritual may anchor that which we 
know-not-to-be-true. Thus, we will have to explore if ritual underpins self-deception and biasing in 
ways anticipated through earlier parts of the course. 
 Having established a theoretical foundation, the last half of the course looks to examine the 
ways in which belief functions in the world. Our first examination here will be Mark Taylor’s 
Confidence Games, an analysis of the way in which modern finance and economics are reliant not on 
the concrete realities of everyday life, but spectral and often abstract beliefs in other beliefs. Through 
examining the stock market, economic bubbles, and even money itself, we will come to see how 
belief – miraculous, meaningful, and ritualized – underpins many of our economic relations with one 
another. 
 This analysis is followed by the close historical analysis of the corporate culture of Wal-Mart 
as examined in Bethany Moreton’s To Serve God and Wal-Mart, a detailed exposition on the 
intertwining of religion and consumer culture in the Sunbelt in the 1980s to the present. Perhaps 
even closer to home, the course will end with Eric Bain-Selbo’s Game Day and God, a similar analysis 
of the interplay between the civil religion of college football in the American South alongside the 
factors of poverty, cultural pride, and evangelical theology. In both instances, we will need to see the 
ways in which belief functions – what form it takes, what makes it spread, how it moves within 
individual minds, and its methods of production. 
 These cultural forays are not mere intellectual encounters, though. They are intended to 
extend our more familiar logic of belief into that which we tend to think of as “secular.” In doing so, 
we will see that belief – and therefore all the baggage that comes with it – circulates around us 



ceaselessly, motivating that which we find to be interesting in our current world. As such, this part 
of the course will also require that we look into our own worlds for such beliefs, and subject those 
to the same close conceptual analysis we apply to religious beliefs. 
 Through this constellation of figures, ranging from the theological, to the mystic, to the 
miraculous, to the psychological, economic, or cultural, we will hopefully gain a unique – though not 
necessarily “true” – hold on a pervasive, but often unanalyzed, part of our daily lives. We may also 
gain some insight into those beliefs, whether they be religious, political, or otherwise, which have a 
significant purchase over ourselves and society. In doing so, and in formulating our own responses, 
we will hopefully come to understand, deconstruct, and perhaps even create, that which seems, at 
first glance, to be rather unremarkable.  
 
Honor Code 
This course requires original work from each student. No work is to be plagiarized or copied in any 
way, and potential violations will be referred to the academic integrity committee. Students found 
guilty of academic misconduct will automatically fail the course. 
 In order to eliminate any possibility of plagiarism, please do not use the internet for research 
unless you are accessing peer-reviewed journals. Do not cut-and-paste, use Wikipedia or blogs, or 
cite from anything other than journals for your papers. The only internet site which is permissible as 
a source is the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. All other sites, unless accessed through our 
library, are unacceptable. As always, I am here to help if you have any questions. 
 Students are required to write the University honor pledge on all assigned work. 
 
Class Sessions 
The class will meet each Tuesday and Thursday from 1:30 pm to 2:55 pm. The class will be 
conducted with the aim of maximizing discussion and student input. The professor will lecture on 
many days, but the professor’s primary job is to facilitate discussion and guide students through the 
material. Students are expected to come to class prepared and ready to discuss the assigned readings. If this is not 
the case, the professor reserves the right to have reading quizzes at the beginning of the class period. 
 This means that students will be in command of their education: the class is as good – or 
bad – as you make it. Given the nature of some the material in this course, it is inevitable that the 
professor will have to lecture on topics that bear on the class material. What is paramount, though, 
is the fact that class sessions are opportunities for you to explore the readings in ways you see fit. 
 In order to maintain a healthy discussion environment, please refrain from using a cell-
phone (in any form) or a laptop in class. 
 
Grading and Course Requirements 
25% -- Class participation and attendance. Because the course is modeled as a seminar, your 
participation is both expected and necessary. At minimum, you are expected to have the read the 
assigned readings for each class at least once and prepared questions of both general and specific 
interest. Do not be concerned with the amount of times you talk: a single incisive comment can often 
be of greater value for the class than many comments taken together. 
 
After the above, there are two options for your evaluation in this course: 
Option 1: 
15% Each – Three 4-6 page papers turned in during the first 10 weeks of the course. Students will 
be given specific prompts on which to write a 4-6 page paper regarding the nature of belief. 
30% -- One 8+ page paper which integrates a theoretical understanding of belief with a practical 
understanding of how such a theory might apply to belief as we see it in religion, politics, society, 



economics, science, etc. This paper will be a concrete examination of the way in which belief is 
manifest and functioning within the world. 
 
Option 2: 
75% -- One 18-20 page paper written throughout the course on the question, “What is Belief?” The 
paper will be written in a series of installments for which you will receive significant feedback and 
suggestions for revision. Each installment will cover one of the above sections of the course. Each 
subsequent installment must build on the previous installment and make suggested revisions. The 
final product will be a polished 18-20 page unified thesis that reflects significant reflection on a 
single question. Outside research will not be required, though it is gladly accepted. 
 Lest the above be ambiguous, a more concrete way of thinking about the project: After the 
first section of the course on Tillich and Salvation on Sand Mountain, you will be asked to write a 3-4 
page paper on the nature of belief. You will receive comments on this draft from myself and 
possibly your peers (we may do some peer editing in the course of the trimester). Then, four weeks 
later, you will be asked to write another 4-5 pages on the neuropsychological understanding of belief. 
This will be “added” to your previous paper. This may, and likely will, modify your thesis from your 
previous paper. You will also need to revise the previous paper to incorporate both editorial 
comments and your new material. The end result of this will be an 8-page paper. In another 3 weeks, 
you will write a paper on the psychology of belief and ritual, incorporating the previous 8-page paper 
and the new material. By the end of the course, you will have produced a lengthy, and hopefully 
unified, paper which encompasses the readings from the course. 
 The hope for this assignment is two-fold. First, it will hopefully acquaint students with the 
process of thinking through, and constructing, a lengthy paper with a single thesis. Secondly, it will 
give students significant opportunities for revision, a critical part of the writing process. By being 
forced to constantly monitor, and perhaps change, your thesis, the paper will also be an exercise in 
self-honesty and an openness to change. 
 If there is a paper that is particularly helpful or insightful with respect to either the readings 
or writing in general, I may photocopy the paper and distribute it to the class for discussion. This 
will be done to facilitate student writing and should also act as a way to have peer discussions 
regarding the writing process. We may also conduct short peer-editing sessions throughout the class. 
 
Miscellany 
1)   This may sound rotten, but I don’t befriend students on Facebook while they are still 
students. This allows a measure of privacy for us both. I am happy to befriend you once you are 
graduated, though. 
2)   I am always happy to help you with your writing or ability to understand an assignment. 
Please come see me at my office hours or arrange a way to meet up if you are having any trouble. 
3)   Though I am usually prompt, it may take me a week or two to return your papers. I promise 
I’ll have them to you as soon as possible. 
4) Though the course schedule does not show it, I am always happy to work at your pace if the 
material dictates and we are sufficiently engaged. There is always room to change the syllabus if 
necessary! 
 
Required Course Texts 
Tillich, Paul. Dynamics of Faith (New York: HarperOne, 2001). ISBN: 978-0060937133. 
 
Covington, Dennis. Salvation on Sand Mountain: Snake Handling and Redemption in Southern Appalachia 
(Da Capo Press, 2009). ISBN: B0034Z9EX2 



 
Newberg, Andrew, and Mark Waldman. Born to Believe: God, Science, and the Origin of Ordinary and 
Extraordinary Beliefs (Atria Books, 2007). ISBN: 978-0743274982 
 
Bain-Selbo, Eric. Game Day and God: Football, Faith, and Politics in the American South (Mercer 
University Press, 2012). ISBN: 978-0881461558 
 
Seligman, Adam, Robert Weller, Michael Puett, and Bennett Simon. Ritual and its Consequences: An 
Essay on the Limits of Sincerity (Oxford University Press, 2008). ISBN: 978-0195336016 
 
There will also be a coursepack from the bookstore which is required for the course. 



Course Schedule 
 
Belief ~ Religious Perspectives 
 
Week 1 – Introductions 
Thursday, January 8: Introduction to the course: what lies ahead 
 
Week 2 – Faith, Symbols, and Truth 
Tuesday, January 13: An entre into belief: The concept of faith in Paul Tillich 
 Reading: Paul Tillich, Dynamics of Faith, pgs. 1-34 
Thursday, January 15: Faith and Symbols 
 Reading: Paul Tillich, Dynamics of Faith, pgs. 35-62 
 
Week 3 – From Faith to Miracles 
Tuesday, January 20: The Truth and Life of Faith 
 Reading: Paul Tillich, Dynamics of Faith, pgs. 85-122 and 146-147 

Students are also encouraged at this point in the class to read Alvin Platinga’s rational 
defense of Christian belief, as well as the irrational defense of belief found in both the 
“Cloud of Unknowing” and Pseudo Dionysius. Both readings are in the coursepack. 

Thursday, January 22: The Healing Begins… 
 Reading: Salvation on Sand Mountain, pgs. 1-63 
 
Week 4 – Snakes in a Church… 
Tuesday, January 27: Journeys forward and backward 

Reading: Salvation on Sand Mountain, pgs. 64-153 
Thursday, January 29: And More Stories 
 Reading: Salvation on Sand Mountain, pgs. 155-240 
 
Belief ~ Neural and Psychological Perspectives 
 
Week 5 – The Neuro-psychology of Belief 
Tuesday, February 3: Perceptual and Conceptual Belief Formation 

Reading: Born to Believe, Chs. 3 and 4 (this is the heart of the book, so we may take an extra 
day here) 

 First Writing Assignment/Installment Due 
Thursday, February 5: Belief-formation in Children 
 Reading: Born to Believe, Ch. 5 (I may also hand out a paper to read at this time) 
 
Week 6 – Ritual and the Benefits of Belief 
Tuesday, February 10: The Power of Ritual 
 Reading: Born to Believe, Chs. 7 and 8  
Thursday, February 12: Atheists that Believe and Cognitive Biases 
 Reading: Born to Believe, Chs. 9 and 10 
 
Week 7 – Self-Deception and the Production of Belief 
Tuesday, February 17: Our Lying, Cheating Heart… 
 Reading: von Hippel and Trivers article and responses to criticisms in coursepack 



Thursday, February 19: Criticisms of Trivers, Marital Bliss, and Factors which promote Self-
Deception 
Reading: We will break into small groups or individuals to present different articles to each 
other on self-deception 

 
Week 8 – Practical Matters 
Tuesday, February 24:  

Reading: “Fictionalism,” by Arthur “Kit” Fine (in the coursepack); students should also 
watch the YouTube playlist, “The Andy Kaufman/Jerry Lawler Feud,” a wrestling feud 
carried out in the early 1980s 

 Second Writing Assignment/Installment Due 
Thursday, February 26: The Relationship between Ritual and Belief 
 Reading: Ritual and Its Consequences, Ch. 1 
 
Week 9 – Rituals and Belief-Production  
Tuesday, March 3: Our Brains on Ritual 

Reading: Ritual and Its Consequences, Ch. 2 
Thursday, March 5: Ritual and Sincerity: Nary the Twain Shall Meet? 

Reading: Ritual and Its Consequences, Chs. 4 and 5 (we will read selected excerpts on the 
relationship between ritual and art)  
 

Belief ~ Economic Perspectives 
 
Week 10 – Money! (It’s a drag…) 
Tuesday, March 10: Art and Markets: Beliefs in the Public Sphere 

Reading: Confidence Games, Ch. 6 (we’ll also refer to Ch. 3) 
Thursday, March 12: Markets and Complex Systems 
 Reading: Confidence Games, Ch. 8 
 
Week 11 – No Class: Spring Break!  
 
Week 12 – From Money to Religion and Back 
Tuesday, March 24: Religion’s Relationship to Complex Systems 
 Reading: Confidence Games, Ch. 9 
Thursday, March 26: “To Serve God and Wal-Mart” 
 Reading: Bethany Moreton, To Serve God and Wal-Mart, Chs. 6 and 7 
 
Week 13 – The Gods We Serve 
Tuesday, March 31: The Evangelical Aspirations of Wal-Mart 
 Reading: Bethany Moreton, To Serve God and Wal-Mart, Ch. 11 
Thursday, April 2: No Class. Spring Triad. 
  
Belief ~ Cultural Perspectives 
 
Week 14 – Cultural Reflections 
Tuesday, April 7: The Cultural Mythology of Football in the South 
 Reading: Game Day and God, Chs. 1 and 2 
 Third Writing Assignment/Installment Due 



Thursday, April 9: College Football as the “Civil Religion” of the South 
 Reading: Game Day and God, Ch. 5 (this is a beast, so we’ll cut it down) 
 
Week 14 – Economic and Cultural Reflections 
Tuesday, April 14: What do these beliefs say about us/them? Economic realities and belief. 
 Reading: Game Day and God, Ch. 6 
Thursday, April 16: Catch-up Day 
 
Week 15 – Finals Week 
Tuesday, April 21: Final Papers Due 
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