Theory & Method Reading List, 2024
The Theory and Method Examination is an essential part of the academic training graduate students receive in the Department of Religious Studies at Northwestern. The T&M exam is not meant to give you an exhaustive understanding of our field; rather, it is meant to provide you with a broad sense of the history of the field, some influential theories about religion, and some of the methodologies scholars have used to study it. Its primary purpose is to give you a wide perspective on critical debates in Religious Studies, past and present, before you proceed to specialize in one or more subfields at advanced stages of your degree. 
This exam is based in part on the premise that knowing the history of an academic field is essential to navigating that field in the present and future. In a strong sense, knowing this history is a basic part of professionalization - becoming a scholar in this discipline. This does not mean that the authors presented below are “canonical,” nor does it mean that by putting them here, we as a department are treating them as authoritative. Instead, the works below are selected (and are updated each year) to reflect some of the major contributions to our field, both “classic” and contemporary, over a broad swath of time. 
What is the best way to prepare for the exam? You need not read every one of these books cover-to-cover. Some of them will be more critical to your exam preparation than others. In general, having a broad understanding of the overall argument of a book is more important than having a deep understanding of its nuances. You may want to make a list of “keywords” for each book based on what the book covers (e.g. gender, race, colonialism, modernity, ritual, etc.). This will help you quickly get organized when you receive the exam questions. You may also find it helpful to use some of the “roadmaps” of the field in the final section of the reading list. Daniel Pals’ volume is a quick and easy way to get the “big picture” on, say, Freud or Marx. If possible, you may want to meet regularly with a small group of colleagues who are also preparing for the exam to discuss strategic and substantive issues. Answers to past exams can be made available upon request.
We recommend that you prepare yourself with the following: 1.) synthesize a few competing views of the field and its formation into a personal view that is very clear at the surface level and which recognizes, and is anchored selectively in, greater depth; 2.) develop a sense of which kinds of approaches you find vivifying and, also, which you do not find useful, and the ability to argue for or against; 3.) become conversant with recent important works, particularly in current areas of energetic development within the field. 
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