
HRHS 5526
Topics in Buddhism in the West

Buddhism in Media and Popular Culture

Tuesdays, 2:10 - 5:00 p.m., Fall 2014, September 2 - December 9

Instructor:
Scott Mitchell
scott@shin-ibs.edu
Office hours: Wednesday, 2:00 - 4:00 or by appointment

Course description:
This course examines representations of Buddhists and Buddhism in media and popular 
culture as well as Buddhist use of media both as propagational tool and as personal 
expression. We will analyze case studies from film and visual media, music and the 
performing arts, and online and social media from a variety of methodological 
perspectives such as ritual theory, post-colonial studies, and media studies.
The course assumes a basic familiarity with Buddhism or prior Buddhist studies 
experience. 
Course format: seminar discussion.
Evaluation: participation in class, reflection papers, final research paper.

Student learning objectives:
• Students will explore in some detail 3 different “genres” of Buddhist art and media 

(music and performance art, film and visual art, mass media and online social media).
• Students will critically examine two separate but related questions: what makes Buddhist 

art “Buddhist”?; and is there a difference between artistic production and ritual 
performance?

• Students will be exposed to various methodologies for exploring Buddhist art and media, 
including: media studies, ritual studies, anthropology, film studies, and post-colonial 
studies.

• Students will evaluate the artistic merits and moral issues regarding the 
commercialization or commoditization of Buddhist art and media.

Required texts:

Jane Iwamura. 2010. Virtual Orientalism: Asian Religions and American Popular Culture. New 

York: Oxford University Press.

Course reader to be provided by instructor.
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Recommended texts:
Jeremy Carrette and Richard King. 2005. Selling spirituality: the silent takeover of religion. 

London ; New York: Routledge.

Donald S. Lopez, ed. 1995. Curators of the Buddha: the study of Buddhism under colonialism. 
Chicago, Ill: University of Chicago Press.

——. 2005. Critical terms for the study of Buddhism. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press.

Edward Schiappa. 2008. Beyond representational correctness: rethinking criticism of popular 
media. Albany: State University of New York Press.

Richard K. Payne, ed. 2010. How Much is Enough?: Buddhism, Consumerism, and the Human 
Environment. Somerville, MA: Wisdom Publications Inc.

Schedule in brief:

September 2: Course Introduction

September 9: Ritual, media, music

September 16: Case study: Buddhist ritual performances

September 23: Media and cultural capital

September 30: Case study: (non-Buddhist?) Music as commodity

October 7: Visualizing representations of Buddhists/Buddhist representations in visual media

October 14: Case study: Enter the Mandala

October 28: The language of film/film as experience

November 4: Case study: in-class film showing/discussion

November 11: What is the Internet?

November 18: Case study: student-lead presentations of online media

November 25: No class (AAR annual meeting)

December 2: What is the self? There is no offline? Boundaries and Lines in the Sand

December 9: Final class: student presentations, celebrations

Evaluations and assignments:

1. Class participation and discussion

2. Presentations and reflection papers

3. Final research paper (or project, with instructor permission)
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Assignments:

Reflection paper: Enter the Mandala

Write a short, one-page (max 500 word) reflection on field trip to San Francisco Asian Art 

Museum’s exhibit, Enter the Mandala, October 14. Be prepared to critically engage the exhibit 

both in terms of your own emotive response as well as in relationship to assigned readings (e.g., 

how does Abe’s analysis of the colonial museum effect your appreciation of this exhibit? how 

well does the museum’s accompanying text relate to scholarship on mandalas?)

Due October 21.

In-class presentation 1: Film

Choose a film to watch outside of class and discuss it during class week 9. A list of suggested 

films can be found here: http://scottmitchell.shin-ibs.edu/?page_id=353

Students may choose a film off-list with prior approval.

Presentation should (1) briefly summarize film, depending on how many fellow students have 

seen the film; (2) relate the film to topics covered by readings (e.g., how well does the film 

represent Buddhist concepts or person as per Iwamura’s icon of the Oriental Monk?); (3) be no 

more that 10 minutes, depending on the number of students in class.

No written summary is required. No PowerPoint or visual presentation is required.

Due November 4.

In-class presentation 2: The Internet

Students will prepare an oral presentation relating to Buddhist use of or representation on the 

Internet or social media spaces. Possible topics are:
• Test a hypothesis raised by Ostrowski (i.e., replicate her methods on a different target 

demographic and determine if the results are the same).
• Challenge assumptions or conclusions in Ostrowski through additional research and/or 

fieldwork.
• Survey Buddhist media/social sites online for recurring tropes or icons as per Iwamura 

and Mitchell; discuss implications.
• Survey Buddhist community sites for other research topic, in consultation with instructor.

Students should expect to turn in a one-page (max 500 word) summary of their findings and a 

short oral presentation for the class.
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In-class presentation 3: Final papers

On the last day of class, students should be prepared to discuss, in an informal way, their final 

papers. The exercise is intended to help students clarify ideas, get last-minute feedback from 

peers/instructor. 

Final research paper

All students must submit a research paper that:

• is roughly 3000 to 5000 words in length (10 - 15 pages)
• engages an issue relevant to the course (Buddhist art or media as examined through an 

appropriate methodological lens)
• makes and defends an argument (is not simply a summary of existing ideas)
• utilizes both primary and critical secondary sources relevant to the topic
• follows the citation style mandated by the GTU (Turabian)
• For more details on my expectations, please see: http://scottmitchell.shin-ibs.edu/

?page_id=122

For the purposes of this course, it is strongly recommended that the student do a critical analysis 

of a single “text” (a film, a website, a book, a museum exhibit, etc.), and engage that text using 

the critical analytic tools in the assigned readings plus additional research.

Doctoral students should expect to write a substantially more detailed and longer paper.

Final papers are due Friday December 12, 2014. No exceptions
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