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American University of Central Asia

Second Year Seminar: Pre-Islamic Religions of Central Asia
SYS/HUM/SS 276, course ID #: 5472
Spring 2025
Syllabus
Section no.:
1
Instructor: 
James Hart


E-mail: hart_j@auca.kg
Meetings: 
Tuesday and Thursday, 12:45 – 14:00 
Classroom:
Tues - NC/G33, Thrs – NC/222 (?!?!)
E-course:      Pre-Islamic Religions of Central Asia



Self-enrolment key: Hart


Found under ‘Spring 2025’
Office hours:
Mon and Wed, 12 :45 – 13 :45, Tuesday, 14 :10 – 15 :10, Room 315, desk 12

*NOTE: I will only use your university e-mail for this class.
SYS: Pre-Islamic Religions of Central Asia
Course Description


Central Asia today is notable for its lack of religious diversity, yet only a thousand years ago, it arguably showed the most variation of faiths of any place in the world.  Some of this may be due to the high degree of mobility Central Asia affords, mobility in forms of nomadism, empire building, and international trade.  A thousand years ago, indigenous traditions lived side-by side with every major missionary religion, Buddhism, Christianity, Manicheaism, and Islam. One may even have encountered the Chinese ‘philosophical’ traditions of Confucianism and Taoism and Judaism and some form of Zoroastrianism among the trading peoples.  This class will examine these religions and ways of thought through both historical and anthropological lenses, asking questions of extreme importance in today’s international landscape: Is the line separating one religion from another so very strong?  If so, has it always been that way?  Why or why not?   What was the role and significance of a religion to the self-identification of a people then?  Is it the same as it is now?  With the spread of missionary religions, was there a major change in the way people saw themselves and their communities?  What technologies were carried with these new religions?  


As a Second Year Seminar class (SYS), the model will be that of reading primary texts, discussing them in class, and writing essays.  This class will be of interest to anyone concerned with religion in general, but also those with an interest in history and globalization as well.
Course Aims and Outcomes


Aims

This course will attempt to provide the student with some background knowledge regarding the various religions traditions that used to exist in Central Asia, as well as generally encourage thought about the role of religion in life.  


Outcomes

By the end of the semester, students should be able to:

· describe the various traditions that existed in Central Asia before Islam

· analyze the way religious traditions adapt to local environments and 


subsequently spur cultural change 

· read primary texts from various traditions from an academic perspective

· write in an academically rigorous way about religious traditions to which one 

is NOT committed

Course Requirements


Attendance and Participation – both are required, and they are NOT the same thing; i.e., participation requires action on your part – asking questions, responding to questions, responding to and participating in in-class discussions with the text at hand, the instructor AND fellow students.  And since participation is a large percentage of your final grade (30 % - see below), the instructor will be paying attention and taking notes on each student’s individual participation.  This is an assignment, the student must try, think about it, and improve in order to earn a high grade for participation.  


Remember always that a critique is helpful, but respect for your fellow students must be maintained.  The instructor will moderate and make a decision on what is considered disrespectful behavior.  Should it occur, that student will be instructed to leave the classroom and will not receive any credit for attendance or participation for that day.  If problems persist, the instructor will discuss the students behavior with their advisor and make a decision.  
Written Work – The student will complete 3 pieces of written work.  The 


grading structure and contents of each piece are discussed below.

· ALL written work must be submitted on the eCourse.  Failure to do so will 


result in an ‘F’ for the assignment.

· ALL written work must be also submitted to turnitin.com.  Failure to do so will 


result in an ‘F’ for the assignment.  
· ALL use of AI generated material AT ANY LEVEL is plagiarism and is strictly 

FORBIDDEN in this course. 
· ALL written work must be submitted only in Microsoft Word, NO OTHER 


FORMAT IS ALLOWED.  Failure to do so will result in an ‘F’ for the 


assignment.  

Grading Procedure:
The student’s grade is an average based on the following criteria:


Attendance: 10% of final grade


Participation: 10% of final grade


Written work – all together 80% of final grade – see ‘Assessment’ below… 

*WARNING - In this class, there is- 


NO EXTRA CREDIT – the student must take assessment seriously from the 


START….


NO EXTENSIONS – the student must plan his or her time wisely….



BACK UP YOUR FILES OFTEN


NO NEGOTIATIONS – the student will earn his or her grade in this class 



nothing less and nothing more…  The instructor and student can 



certainly discuss a piece of graded work, but with a mind toward what to 


improve for the NEXT ASSIGNMENT.


PLAGIARISM will be taken very seriously and punished to the fullest extent.  



NOTE- Plagiarism INCLUDES translating texts, videos, or audio files from 


Russian, Kyrgyz or any other language into English and presenting it 


as your own.

Academic Honesty 

Students are expected to follow the AUCA ACADEMIC HONESTY code. All types of plagiarism are strictly prohibited. If a student fails to observe this requirement, the instructor may assign an “F” for the work or an “F” for the whole class, depending on the type of assignment and relevant circumstances. Students are expected to read and follow the section on Student Academic Dishonesty of the AUCA Code of Student Rights, Responsibilities and Conduct. 

· On the first occasion you are caught plagiarizing, you will fail that assignment.

· The second time, you fill fail the course.

· The third time, you may be subject to more severe penalties.

The Registrar, your academic advisor, and the FYS Director will all be informed of your plagiarism. You will also be required to arrange a session with a WARC tutor, who will review your paper with you and help you avoid making the same mistake in the future.

AI Policy Statement


This course has a zero-tolerance policy for the use of any generative AI and other AI tools in all students’ work and assignments. Rationale: Since writing, analytical, and critical thinking skills are a key part of the learning outcomes of this course, all work and writing assignments should be the student’s own original work, created for this course. Developing strong competencies in this area prepares and equips students with rigorous academic experience and high ethical standards. Thus, ANY work or submissions that use any AI-tools are NOT ALLOWED and will be treated as academic misconduct or plagiarism.  
Assessment: 


Attendance: 10% of final grade



Participation: 10% of final grade


Written Work – all together 80% of final grade



Essay #1 - (Final draft - 2000 words)




Prewriting – 5% of final grade




1st Draft – 5% of final grade




Final draft – 20% of final grade



Essay #2: Essay – (Final Draft – 2,500 words)




Prewriting – 10% of final grade




1st draft – 10% of final grade




Final Draft – 30% of final grade


More detailed information about each written assignment will be given in class 

and posted on the eCourse.


Owing to the use of ChatGPT and AI generated material, prewriting and drafts ARE 

REQUIRED.  Failure to submit any prewriting or any draft will result in an 

automatic F for the course. 
LATE SUBMISSIONS – for each day late, one ‘grade level’ will be deducted 

from the grade that the written work earns: i.e, if the written assignment is worth 
an A, but is one day late, the grade will be an A -, just as if the written assignment is 
worth a B -, but is 5 days late, the grade will be a D.  



*Written work will NOT be accepted a week after due date, and the 



grade will be an ‘F’ for that assignment


Course Schedule: 

WARNING:  The course schedule is subject to change, perhaps even on short notice… 

Week I (Jan 14 - 16):  Introduction 


Readings to be done BEFORE the week’s class meetings: none


Written work: none

Wk II (Jan 21 - 23):  Introduction to Religion

Readings to be done BEFORE Thursday’s class meetings:



Entries for all the rels in the Encyclopedia of World Religions…(EWR)



Judaism (p 245 – 247)




Zoroastrianism (p 489 – 490)




Confucianism (p 98 – 100)




Buddhism (p 65 – 67)






Christianity (p 84 – 88)




Manichaeism (p 276 – 277) – 


TOTAL = 18 ps


Written work: none

Wk III (Jan 28 – 30):  Tengrism

Readings to be done BEFORE the week’s class meetings:


The Orkhon and Tonykuk Inscriptions = 31 ps



OPTIONAL:  The Secret History of the Mongols, p 1 – 7, p 17 – 18, p 31 – 


33, p 65 – 67, 170 – 174 (Teb Tengerri incident), p 203 – 205, = 22 ps 









TOTAL = 53 ps


Written work: none

Wk IV (Feb 4 - 6):  Judaism

Readings to be done BEFORE the week’s class meetings:



Review Judaism article in EWR



“Judaism and the Silk Route,” 


“The Judeo-Persian Document of Dandan Oilik Site in Khotan”











TOTAL = 26 ps


Written work: none

Wk V (Feb 11 - 13):  Zoroastrianism 

Readings to be done BEFORE the week’s class meetings:



Review Zoroastrianism article in EWR



“Zoroastrianism in CA” (p 129 – 146) 



“Where are the Sogdian Magi?” (p 159 – 173)

TOTAL = 29 ps


Written work: 
Wk VI (Feb 18 - 20):  Chinese Traditions

Readings to be done BEFORE the week’s class meetings:



Review Confucianism and Taoism articles in EWR



“Immigrants and Strangers: From Cosmopolitanism to Confucian 



Universalism in Tang China,” (p 71 – 112 – skip the notes and 



the Chinese if you want)











TOTAL = 43 ps


Written work: PW Essay #1 due, Feb 20
Wk VII (Feb 25 - 27): Buddhism I

Readings to be done BEFORE the week’s class meetings:



Review Buddhism article in EWR



Harvey, An Introduction to Buddhism



Ch 1, (p 14 – 23) the Life of the Buddha -the Renunciation and 





Quest for Awakening 




Ch 2 all (p 32 – 49 = 17 ps,) Rebirth and Karma



Ch 3, Phenomena as Impermanent and non-Self (p 57 – 62)





Table #1, ‘Factors of the Eight-factored Path, p 83- 84)




Ch 4, (p 108 – 113, = 5 ps) the Rise of the Mahayana   











TOTAL = 38 ps


Written work: none
Wk VIII (March 4 - 6): Buddhism II

Readings to be done BEFORE the week’s class meetings:



Harvey, An Introduction to Buddhism



Ch 5, (p 114 – 134 = 20 ps) Mahayana Philosophies 



Ch 6, (p 151 – 165, 172 – 178 = 21 ps) Mahayana Holy Beings










TOTAL = 41 ps

Written work: 1st Draft Essay #1 Due, March 6
Wk IX (March 11 - 13): Buddhism III

Readings to be done BEFORE the week’s class meetings:



The Sutra of the Golden Light = ‘Altun Yaruk’ Ch’s 1 – 5, p 1 – 23



The Silk Road Journey with Xuanzang, Ch 1 (p 1 – 8), Ch 2 (p 19 – 35









TOTAL = 45 ps

Written work: none
March 17 – 21 – SPRING BREAK! – NO CLASSES!

Wk X (March 25 - 27):  Christianity I

Readings to be done BEFORE the week’s class meetings:



Review Christianity article in EWR




“Syriac Christianity in Central Asia”



Ch in CA Docs – read p 4, Doc C: the Nestorian Stela, p 5, Doc D the 


Jesus-
Messiah Sutra



TOTAL = 25 ps


Written work: Essay #1 Final Draft Due, March 27
Wk XI (April 1 - 3): Christianity II 


Readings to be done BEFORE the week’s class meetings:



BTT XII – The Christian Sogdian Manuscript C 2


Text 1: the Story of Pethion (p 31 – 50 – text, Commentary, 50 – 51) – the rest 


is all linguistic re Sogdian



Text 2: an Unidentified Homily on the Solitary Life (p 69 – 72) 



Text 5: the Apostolic Canons (p 101 – 106) 



Text 6: a Commentary on the Bap’l and Euc’c Liturgies (p 112 – 115) 



Text 13: Evagrius Ponticus Antirrheticus (on 8 temptations/demons)





(p 169 – 176)




TOTAL = 42 ps




*This entire text will be made available on the Google Drive

Written work: none
Wk XII (April 8 - 10): Manichaeism I


Readings to be done BEFORE the week’s class meetings:



Review Manicheaism article in EWR



Theodore bar Khonai, ‘On Mani and Manicheaism’ (9 ps)



Asmussen, Manichaean Literature, p 1 – 36

TOTAL = 46 ps


Written work: none
Wk XIII (April 15 - 17):  Manichaeism II

Readings to be done BEFORE the week’s class meetings:



Asmussen, Manichaean Literature, p 37 – 43, 47 – 53, 59 – 77 











TOTAL = 33ps


Written work: none
Wk XIV (April 22 - 24):  Manichaeism III

Readings to be done BEFORE the week’s class meetings:



Asmussen, Manichaean Literature, p 78 – 97, 113 – 132 












TOTAL = 38 ps


Written work: PW Essay #2 Due, April 24
Wk XV (April 29 only, May 1 HOLIDAY – no class):  Barlaam and Josaphat 


Readings to be done BEFORE the week’s class meetings:



P 7 – 37, Ch’s I, II, III 



P 49 – 71, Ch’s V, pt of VI  



P 135 (from ‘But idolaters’… to 141, ‘there is no faith in them’ 



P 169 from ‘These things’… to 187, ‘…escape its cruel snares’ = 










TOTAL 35 ps


Written work: 1st Draft E #2 Due, May 2
Wk XVI (May 6 - 8): Final Summation

Readings - NONE

Final Exam week (May 11 – May 19) – NO CLASSES 

Readings to be done BEFORE the week’s class meetings:  None


Written work:  FINAL ESSAY Final Draft - DUE, May 15
The Strict Rules – 


The following rules will be enforced to the fullest extent and are NOT 
NEGOTIABLE. If you are unwilling to live with these rules, you need to find 
another instructor.  By staying in this section, you agree to all of the following 
rules.  

In this class, there is- 


NO EXTRA CREDIT – the student must take the class seriously from the 


START….


NO EXTENSIONS – the student must plan his or her time wisely…  BACK UP 


YOUR FILES OFTEN


NO NEGOTIATIONS – the student will earn his or her grade in this class nothing 

less and nothing more…  The instructor and student can certainly discuss a 

piece of graded work, but with a mind toward what to improve for the NEXT 

ASSIGNMENT.


PLAGIARISM will be taken very seriously and punished to the fullest extent.  



NOTE- Plagiarism INCLUDES translating texts, videos, or audio files from 


Russian, Kyrgyz or any other language into English and presenting it 


as your own.



There are NO SECOND CHANCES given to plagiarized work.  That means 


you do NOT get to rewrite a plagiarized essay – you will get the F it 


deserves. You KNOW what plagiarism is.



As stated above, ANY and ALL use of AI of ANY kind is plagiarism in this 


class. 
Students on scholarship will be graded EXACTLY THE SAME as those 
NOT on 
scholarship.  If YOU are on a scholarship or discount, it is YOUR responsibility to 
keep your grades up.  

Academic Honesty 

Students are expected to follow the AUCA ACADEMIC HONESTY code. All types of plagiarism are strictly prohibited. If a student fails to observe this requirement, the instructor WILL assign an F for the work or an F for the whole class, depending on the type of assignment and relevant circumstances. Students are expected to read and follow the section on Student Academic Dishonesty of the AUCA Code of Student Rights, Responsibilities and Conduct. 

· On the first occasion you are caught plagiarizing, you will fail that assignment.

· The second time, you fill fail the course.

· The third time, you may be subject to more severe penalties.

The Registrar, your academic advisor, and the FYS Director will all be informed of your plagiarism. You will also be required to arrange a session with a WARC tutor, who will review your paper with you and help you avoid making the same mistake in the future.

Again, as stated above, there are NO SECOND CHANCES given to plagiarized work.  And these plagiarism rules will be STRICTLY ENFORCED.  If you are unclear about what plagiarism is, find out BEFORE you risk it.  

Written Work 

•
ALL written work must be submitted on the eCourse unless otherwise noted.  

Failure to do so will result in an ‘F’ for the assignment.

•
ALL written work must be also submitted to turnitin.com unless otherwise 

noted.  Failure to do so will result in an ‘F’ for the assignment.  

•
ALL written work must be submitted only in Microsoft Word.  NO OTHER 

FORMAT IS ALLOWED.  Failure to do so will result in an ‘F’ for the 



assignment.  

Major writing submissions 


For SYS – if a student fails to submit 1 major writing assignment, that 


student will receive an F for the course, no matter what their other 


grades are.  

Attendance

Students are expected to attend on time and prepared.  


There are NO excused absences. 



Leaving the classroom for any reason other than a complete emergency (and 


ONLY your instructor decides what is an emergency) is also considered 

an absence.


Talking or chatting on any electronic device, a phone or a laptop will earn the 


student an absence for that day.  

When the student is late or absent, it is the STUDENT’S responsibility to find out 

what he or she missed and to catch up. 


Full attendance credit on Zoom is ONLY given when the student is present, with 


cameras on and in front of the camera.  Students who turn their cameras 

off, leave for any reason, fall asleep or are clearly doing something else will 

be marked absent.  

Tardiness (= being late) 


SYS – two lates = 1 absence.  
Participation Grade
The student’s participation grade is based on discussion of the TEXTS, not merely 
speaking often in class.  

If you are unwilling to live with these strict rules, I suggest you try to get into 
another section. 
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