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Dear Student 
 

 
Hierdie studiebrief sal in 2017 slegs in Engels beskikbaar wees.  U is egter altyd welkom om u 
werkopdragte en eksamen in Afrikaans in te handig. 
 
This semester, for the first time, we will be accepting examinations written in isiZulu. It is 
experimental and depending on staff availability, may not be repeated. Please see the 
conditions at the end of this letter. 

 
 
In this Tutorial Letter we will discuss the two assignments and the forthcoming examination. 
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Assignment 01 
 
This little assignment serves a number of purposes.  
 
Firstly, Unisa uses it to prove to the Department of Higher Education that you are a real student 
(this is why it must be handed in on time). Secondly, it gets you used to the way we set up 
multiple-choice questions. Finally, it gives you an idea how you are doing with the material. 
 
Most of you will be new students, and you may be shocked to see that multiple-choice at 
university level is not necessarily a straightforward choice between one right and three wrong 
answers. There are degrees of wrongness and rightness, and there are distractors that are 
wrong for different reasons. You need to read the material and think about it. You can't just dip 
into it at assignment time. 
 
I am going to take you through the questions one by one. But I am not simply going to give you 
the right answers. The best way to approach multiple-choice is to eliminate the wrong answers! 
So, for at least the first few questions, I am going to show you why three possible answers are 
incorrect. The one that is left must therefore be the right answer. My comments below are 
printed in italics. 
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1 Which of the following statements about the definition of the term “religion” is correct? 
(1) It can be defined with scientific precision. 
 If that was true, we would be in the College of Science, along with Chemistry and Physics. 
(3) It refers to Christianity which is the true religion in the whole world. 
 It certainly refers to Christianity, as ONE of the many religions that exist in the world. We 

do not make a judgement whether any of them are true. We study and respect them all. 
(4)  It is very biased for it favours indigenous religions. 
 Tricky one! If anything, it favours the so-called World Religions, not the indigenous ones 
The correct answer therefore is: 
(2)  It is not easy to define as it is defined differently by different people. 
 In your prescribed material we have provided just two definitions. We could easily have 

given you a hundred. 
 
2 The academic study of religion does NOT seek to ... 
 When you see NOT in a MC question, read carefully! 
(1)  understand what believers consider to be the holy. 
 We would like to understand that very much. 
(3)  analyse the relationship between religion and power. 
 This is optional: not all scholars of religion do this, as you will have noted in the difference 

between phenomenological and critical approaches. But it is certainly part of the discipline. 
(4)  maintain a self-awareness of its own origins and development. 
 If this was true, what was Unit 1 all about? 
The correct answer therefore is: 
(2)  enhance a believers' relation to what they consider sacred. 
 This is the job of the church, mosque, synagogue, temple, etc, not that of the university. 

Our job is neither to make you more nor less religious. It is to make you more educated 
about religion. 

 
3 Definitions that emphasize the substantive content of religious belief in a transcendent 

reality  
(1)  reductionist. 
(2)  opportunist. 
(3)  essentialist. 
(4)  atheist. 
The correct answer therefore is: 
(2)  and (4) are terms that do not appear in the discussion on definitions of religion. Cross 

them out. It then comes down to whether you have understood the difference between 
essentialism and reductionism. 

 
4 Reductionist definitions of religion ... 
(1)  give honour to the supreme being. 
 A definition can do that? I don't think so. 
(3)  are not acceptable for they do not help people to become more spiritual. 
 Remember what I said in Question 2? Making people more spiritual is not our job. 
(4)  are one way of defining religions amongst other ways, and also the best way. 
 If there was one BEST way, then we could drop all the others and we wouldn't need to 

write this long Unit. 
The correct answer therefore is : 
(2)  focus on the uses of religion in society. 
 
 
 



 

4 

5 Durkheim’s sociological definition of religion emphasizes that religion ... 
(1)  is essentially about humankind’s search for ultimate meaning. 
(2)  serves to unite adherents as a group. 
(3)  has to do as much with everyday practices as with myths and rituals. 
(4)  focuses on the ‘wholly other’ that causes worshipers to tremble. 
 This is an easy one, just for a change: a fact-based question that you can simply look up in 

the prescribed material. It's so easy I am not going to spoil it by giving you the answer. 
 

6 6 In Freud's view religion... 
(1)  has a therapeutic effect on ill human beings. 
(2)  represents an advanced stage of civilization. 
(3)  is an illusion that adults need to get rid of. 
(4)  discriminates against women 
Correct answer is 2 
 
 
7 The main reason why religion is studied today is ... 
(1)  so that people may be able to know and understand the many different religions. 
(2)  because the end of the world is about to come. 
(3)  because God is influencing all people to know him better and better. 
(4)  because of the rise of Confucianism. 
Correct answer is 1 
 
8 Which one of the following reasons is foregrounded in this study unit as the most important 

reason for studying religion in society? 
(1)  To live as tolerant citizens in a multi-religious state and world. 
(2)  To be able to draw absolute distinctions between religious identities. 
(3)  To grow spiritually and become closer and closer to the deities. 
(4)  To better appreciate art, architecture and literature. 
Correct answer is 1 
 
9 From an academic point of view, the study of religion in the contemporary world is 

important because … 
(1)  most people in the world no longer formally subscribe to a particular religion 
(2)  it will help us to grow the economy and build a stronger nation. 
(3)  it would help cultivate respect, understanding and tolerance 
(4)  it will help us understand how we can convert other people to the only correct religion. 
Correct answer is 3 
 
10 During which phase in the history of religion did centralized temple-states serve as trading 

centres for the surrounding agricultural villages 
(1)  Old Stone Age 
(2)  New Stone Age 
(3)  Period of the first cities 
(4)  Axial Age 
Correct answer is 3  
 
11 During which phase in the history of religion did religion first arise? 
(1)  Old Stone Age 
(2)  New Stone Age 
(3)  Period of the first cities 
(4)  Axial Age 
You can look this up in your course material 
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12 During which phase in the history of religion did agriculture force people to attach religious 
significance to the passing of the seasons? 

(1)  Old Stone Age 
(2)  New Stone Age 
(3)  Period of the first cities 
(4)  Axial Age. 
You can look this up in your course material 
 
13 During which phase in the history of religion did Buddhism, Christianity and Islam start to 

engage in missions to convert other people? 
(1)  Old Stone Age 
(2)  New Stone Age 
(3)  Period of the first cities 
(4)  Axial Age 
You can look this up in your course material 
 
14 During which phase in the history of religion did religion become regarded as a private 

sphere of emotive experience and faith that had little to do with politics? 
(1)  Axial Age 
(2)  Medieval Age 
(3)  Modern Age 
(4)  Postmodern Age 
You can look this up in your course material 
 
15 During which phase in the history of religion did religious founders in China, India, Greece 

and the Middle East lay down the patterns of the major religions that still dominate the 
world today? 

(1)  Axial Age 
(2)  Medieval Age 
(3)  Modern Age 
(4)  Postmodern Age 
Correct answer is 1 
 
16 During which phase in the history of religion did mystic devotion become more 

pronounced? 
(1)  Axial Age 
(2)  Medieval Age 
(3)  Modern Age 
(4)  Postmodern Age 
Correct answer is 2 
 
17 During which phase in the history of religion did it become clear that truth claims are 

relative, always constructed by subjects from their particular locations?  
(1)  Axial Age 
(2)  Medieval Age 
(3)  Modern Age 
(4)  Postmodern Age 
You can look up this answer in your study material 
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18 True or False? Families of religion are pure, separate systems 
(1)  True. My religion has no relation to any other. 
(2)  True. Samuel Huntington has identified large blocks of conflicting civilisations. 
(3)  False. Like real human families, members families of religion "marry" one another. 
(4)  False. Families of religion do not really exist. 
You can look up the correct answer in your study material 
 
19 Which of the following scholars were the founders of the phenomenological method in 

Religious Studies? 
(1)  Durkheim and Otto 
(2)  Van der Leeuw and Eliade 
(3)  Freud and Marx 
(4)  Foucault and Derrida 
The correct answer is 2 
 
20 In this course we distinguish between two major families of religion, they are the ... and ... 

religions. 
(1)  Asian and Pythagorean 
(2)  European and Socratic 
(3)  Asian and Abrahamic 
(4)  American and Antarctic  
The correct answer is 3 
 

Assignment 02 
 
I am writing this in early March, and I have yet to see a single assignment. So this is not 
feedback, in which I comment on your performance. It is feed-forward, in which I comment on 
what I hope to see from you and what I hope not to see from you. 
 
In terms of question 1, I will not give you correct answers now because you will be still writing 
your assignment (02) when you receive this tutorial letter. However, the correct answers will be 
in the marking memo which you will receive with your assignments. 
 
The answers to question 2 and 3 are in the study material. Please make sure that you do not 
merely copy word for word from the study material. 
 
Question 4 asks for specific skills. It asks you in 4.1 to compare and contrast San and Bantu-
speakers’ beliefs in the spirit realm. Please do not give explanations or descriptions without 
offering comparisons. In 4.3 you are asked to give your own reasoned view on African Religion. 
Be sure to give good factual support for your view. 
 

The Examination!!!!! 
 
The May/June 2017 examination for RST1501 is set in English and Afrikaans. You are welcome 
to answer in Afrikaans. Nearly all our markers are capable of marking it. If you find that you can 
answer one question in Afrikaans but would prefer to switch to English for another question, 
don't worry about it, we'll sort that out. 
 
If you wish to answer in isiZulu or one of the other Nguni languages, please contact Lindiwe 
Mkasi (mkasilp@unisa.ac.za) well before the time to make arrangements. We are happy to help 
out, but there is a limit to how many languages we know! This is a first-time experiment, and we 
cannot guarantee that it will be repeated in later semesters, or in other modules. Also, for this 
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semester we will be limiting the number of isiZulu examinations we feel we are able to mark. 
First come, first served! 
 
The Senate Teaching and Learning Committee at its meeting of 17 November 2014 confirmed a 
previous decision that academics should not give students the scope of the examination or 
delimit the work that will be covered in the examination. Students should be examined on the 
full extent of the work. 
 
That means that I can no longer tell you that we will not set questions on a specific Unit, or tell 
you to study a specific section really hard, as we have been doing for years and years. If I tell 
you that, I could be fired. There's no point in phoning me for more information. I will just start 
mumbling. 
If you think that this puts you at an unfair disadvantage compared to students in previous years, 
or that micro-management at Unisa has reached a ridiculous level that undermines the 
relationship between lecturer and student, I suggest you complain to the Student 
Representative Council or to the Dean of Students. You will find both on the Unisa website.  
 
This is what I can tell you: You have already been assessed on African Religion in assignment 
02 and will not be assessed on that again. There will be three questions. Question 1 contains 30 
multiple-choice questions, for two marks each, covering all the material on which you have not 
already been assessed - 60 marks in total. 
 
Question 2 deals with the first section in the Study material, the one dealing with methodology 
and theory. It will require you to write TWO one-page answers for 10 marks each. 
 
Question 3 returns to Study Unit 1. It requires you to write one-page answers for 10 marks each 
on the (1) historical developments in religion, and (2) major families of religion. This makes up 
the final 20  marks, use what you have learned about the Semitic Asian and Contemporary 
religions to illustrate your answers. 

 
After the examination 
 
If you pass this examination, that is wonderful! Congratulations, and try to think kindly of us in 
your future life. 

But some of you will not pass. If you get at least 40%, you will automatically be given a 
supplementary examination in Oct/Nov 2017. But there's a catch. You get a second examination 
opportunity but no tuition. In other words, no tut letter 201 for that semester. This is a serious 
weakness in the Unisa system. 

If this happens to you, keep an eye out on the Facebook group. It is entirely possible that a copy 
of tut letter 201 for the next semester may be posted there. If that does not work for you, email 
any one of us, explaining that you are writing a supplementary exam and if you can please have 
the latest TL201? Do this around the end of August. 

Finally, you may have heard of the FI Concession (sometimes called the F1 Concession, 
nobody is really sure which is right). If a student has just one or two modules left to finish a 
degree and is repeatedly failing those few modules, the university tells us to make a plan. 

But we, the academics, don't get to decide who does and who does not get an FI. That decision 
is made elsewhere and we just get a list of students to work with. So there really is no point in 
sending us letters and emails early next semester, begging for an FI concession. It is not 
something students can apply for, and it is not something academics can give you. 
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If you receive a notice from Unisa that you have been awarded a concession, contact us 
immediately. Do not wait for us. 

Final thoughts 
 
You may be surprised to hear that many of your lecturers were once Unisa students 
themselves. We do understand how it feels when the Post Office unions seem to time their 
industrial action to coincide with your due dates. We understand that it is a difficult, lonely road 
that you have undertaken. 
 
Keep at it. You're great. 
 
I hope that you've enjoyed our introduction to the wold's religions. But really, it's just the barest 
introduction! There's so much more! For example: 
 
Introduction to Theory of Religion - RST1502 
Purpose: To enable students to demonstrate understanding of religion as an important factor in 
individual and public life, with reference to the following dimensions: religion and society, 
religion and experience, myth and ritual, religious thought, and interreligious dynamics. 
 
New Religious Movements: Cults, New Age and Related Phenomenon - RST2603 
Purpose: To enable students to demonstrate their understanding of the emergence and 
significance of cults and new religious movements (NRMs) in modern society (including 
definitions, incidence and significance, typology, factors that determine the success or failure of 
NRMs, and NRMs with respect to violence and the media). 
 
Meditation and Mysticism - RST2604 
Purpose: To enable students to demonstrate an understanding of meditation as the experiential 
dimension of 'mysticism'/'spirituality' with reference to some individual mystics, classical writings 
and schools' both traditionally religious and secular, past and present. 
 
Divinity and Nature In Religious History - RST3705 
Purpose: To enable students to demonstrate an understanding of the history of God with 
reference to integral philosophy, pantheism, panentheism and process thought, and cosmic 
ecology. 
 
World Religions - RST3706 
Purpose: Students are given a choice between two clusters: Semitic or Asian. In the Semitic 
cluster (Judaism, Christianity and Islam: a comparative study) the purpose is to gain insight into 
three Abrahamic faiths, with emphasis on both their unique and related elements, and with 
reference to Scripture and tradition, monotheism, authority, worship and ritual, ethics, the 
material culture, political order, and dialogue. In the Asian option (Asian faiths: culture, religion 
and philosophy) the purpose is to gain understanding of the classical teachings and 
philosophies in various historical schools and contemporary societies of Hindiusm and 
Buddhism. 
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Africa's Religious Heritage - RST3707 
Purpose: To enable students to demonstrate insight into African religion, giving attention to 
Christianity and Islam on the African continent, including the contemporary dynamics of African 
religion, African Christianity, African Islam and the coexistence of these religions in Africa. 
 
Postmodern Philosophy of Religion - RST3708 
Purpose: To gain insight into the implications of postmodernism with respect to religious 
thought, including postmodern critiques of past religiometaphysical systems, the postmodern 
and deconstructive renewal of the search for transcendence, and the religious dimensions of 
deconstructive thought. 
 
Religion and Social Issues - RST3709 
Purpose: The module comprises Religion and public life and Religion and gender. In Religion 
and public life the purpose is to gain insight into the role of religion in society and politics, 
religion-state relationships, religious freedom, religious conflict, religious nationalism, and 
religious pluralism in South Africa. In the Gender option the purpose is to demonstrate an 
understanding of the shaping of the lives of women and men and the promotion of 
androcentrism and male dominance through religious beliefs, practices and symbols, with 
reference to a variety of religions. 
 
It does not even stop there. We offer advanced degrees in Religious Studies at the Honours, 
Masters and Doctoral Level. In the thirty-odd years of its existence, the discipline of Religious 
Studies at Unisa has been at the forefront of teaching and research in this field, with scholars 
that have become known and admired locally and even internationally. Perhaps one day, 
someone from this semester's RST1501 class will sit in this office and take this tradition of 
scholarship into yet another generation. Perhaps it will be you? 
 
Best wishes 
Prof M Clasquin-Johnson 
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