
Enhancing Religious Literacy
by Ali S. ASAni

Over the two decades that I have 
been teaching at Harvard I have 
been asked many questions 

about Islam, but I was ill pre-
pared when, a couple of years 
ago, a student asked me over 
dinner at a restaurant in 
Harvard Square: “How 
can anyone who is ratio-
nal and intelligent be-
lieve in and practice a 
religion that promotes 
violence, terror, [and] 
suicide bombings 
and is blatantly 
against fundamen-
tal human rights 
and freedom?”

Exacerbating the 
lack of knowledge 
about Islam and 
Muslim cultures in 
the United States is 
a widespread illiter-
acy about the nature 
of religion in general.

One of religious il-
l iteracy’s common 
symptoms is the ten-
dency to associate a re-
ligion solely with its de-
votional practices, such as 
rites, rituals, and religious 
festivals. Another is the pro-

pensity to attribute the actions of individuals, communities, and 
nations exclusively to religion. With regard to Islam, it results in 
the perception that the faith is chiefly responsible for all the ac-

tions of anyone who is a Muslim. It also leads to the 
assumption that everything that happens in a 

predominantly Muslim country can be at-
tributed to religion. Thus many peo-

ple commonly assume that Islam 
is the principal cause of a variety 

of ills that plague some Mus-
lim majority countries, such 

as the lack of democracy, 
economic underdevel-

opment, unjust treat-
ment and marginal-
ization of women. To 
many Muslims, such 
explanations are as 
absurd as the claim 
that Christianity 
is responsible for 
the United States, 
a predominant-
ly Christian na-
tion, having one of 
the highest crime 
rates in the world. 
Illiteracy about re-
ligion and culture 
hinders the ability 

to look for complex 
and more plausible 

explanations rooted 
in political, economic, 

and sociological condi-
tions. It also hampers peo-

ple from realizing that, while 
religion may be invoked as a le-

Study Card
A SAmpling of current undergrAduAte courSeS

Short of taking a sabbatical and enrolling in the Col-
lege for a semester, how can you know what undergrad-
uates study today? Enter The Harvard Sampler, a collection 
of essays by faculty members derived from or about their 

courses in the Core Curriculum or its successor, the General Edu-
cation curriculum (first implemented in 2009, with many Core and 
departmental offerings carried over, plus dozens of new ones; see 
www.generaleducation.fas.harvard.edu)—intended  to  broaden 
liberal-arts studies in eight fields. The volume, edited by Jennifer 

M. Shephard (in the division of social science), Stephen M. Koss-
lyn (a psychologist and former dean of social science, now direc-
tor of the Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences at 
Stanford), and Harvard College dean Evelynn M. Hammonds, in-
cludes a dozen chapters, in disciplines ranging from evolutionary 
biology and human rights to global history and psychology. Ex-
cerpts from five of the essays (minus their references to the under-
lying academic literature) follow. The book will be published by 
Harvard University Press in October.                               vthe editors
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gitimizer for certain human actions, the primary motivating forces 
are often rooted elsewhere. Religious literacy helps students to rec-
ognize that all interpretations of religion are essentially human en-
terprises; the faithful may consider certain religious truths to be di-
vinely revealed, but the meanings they construct from these truths 
are heavily dependent on their worldly circumstances and realities.

Ultimately, if unchecked, religious and cultural illiteracy strips 
peoples and nations of their history, their culture, their politics, 
their economics—in short, their humanity. History is full of ex-
amples of conflicts and tragedies that result from a group of peo-
ple from one religious, racial, or ethnic background failing to 
accept and to respect the humanity of others. During times of 

heightened political and military conflicts, religious and cultur-
al illiteracy strongly influences how peoples of different nations, 
cultures, and religions perceive each other. 

From “Enhancing Religious Literacy in a Liberal Arts Education through the 
Study of Islam and Muslim Societies,” by Ali S. Asani, professor of Indo-Muslim 
and Islamic religion and cultures and chair of the department of Near Eastern 
languages and civilizations. He teaches Culture and Belief 12, “For the Love of 
God and His Prophet: Religion, Culture, and the Arts in Muslim Societies,” and 
Culture and Belief 19, “Understanding Islam and Contemporary Muslim Soci-
eties,” and is the author of Infidel of Love: Exploring Muslim Under-
standings of Islam (forthcoming from Harvard University Press).

Asserting Power over Technology 
in an Era of Leaky Bits
by HArry r. lewiS

Looking at cyberspace from 50,000 feet, we are going 
to be choosing between two alternative worldviews. In 
one view of the world, information ubiquity is the natural 

state; the bits will always leak. There are digital tools, such as 
encryption and anonymous routing, to make the flows of bits 
less dangerous to us and less conducive to surveillance and 
commercial exploitation. But fundamentally, in this world-
view, people must be responsible for themselves. They need 
to learn homespun safety lessons: Don’t give away data 
about yourself if you don’t want it abused. Don’t believe 
what you read on a Web site if it’s anonymous and can’t 
be traced. Don’t believe that anyone, even the government, 
can collect vast amounts of information and keep it all se-
cret forever.

In this worldview the most important thing society can 
do is to teach people how to take care of themselves, how 
not to overreact to misfortunes, how to capitalize on the po-
tential of the revolution without assuming its risks.

In the alternative view, information, for all its usefulness, is 
a fundamentally dangerous substance. It must be bottled up, 
dammed, diverted, and origin labeled, or packaged and sold for 
money, even if it is a century old. This is the world of 1984, ex-
cept that the information sources are in private hands, not just 
government hands, and the information users are commercial as 
well as governmental. This is the world in which the response to 
every problem is a regulation, or an agency, or perhaps a hard-
ware feature. This is the world of Green Dam spyware and cen-
sorship software—China’s modern Index Librorum Prohibitorum. It 
is also the world of central Internet monitoring in Australia (for 
obscenity) and France (for copyright infringement, in spite of 
the provision in Article 19 of the UN General Assembly’s 1948 
“Universal Declaration of Human Rights” to “receive and im-
part information and ideas through any media and regardless of 
frontiers”). It is the world in which the most open societies use 
the tools of the most repressive, and citizens of democracies are 
grateful for the safety and prosperity they are promised.

Commercial and gov-
ernmental forces make it easy to 
forget how much power we have 
over how technologies will shape 
our future. All of us who live in free so-
cieties share that power, and especially 
the young, who can decide what kind of 
world they want to inhabit.
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We can help make that choice 
through the political process, by 
watching what laws are enacted by 
state and national governments. We 
can help make it by our choices as 
consumers, by what we say about the 
features present in, and missing from, 
the devices and technologies we buy. 
We can make it by what we have to say about the workings of the 
institutions and businesses of which we are a part. We can resist 
those expurgated dictionaries and those Web sites that want to 
know things you do not want to tell them. We can speak up. We 
can leave the box on the shelf. We can click “I don’t agree.”

Whatever we choose, we should not let one world or the 
other evolve because others—especially governments and cor-
porations—have made the choice for us. The revolution has its 
delights, but we need to think beyond them—think how they 
work, who has the data, and what they can do with it. We need 

to use our rationality, our knowledge, and our education to 
shape the world in which we and our children and our chil-
dren’s children will live.

From “The Internet and Hieronymus Bosch: Fear, Protection, and Liberty 
in Cyberspace,” by Harry R. Lewis, Gordon McKay professor of computer 
science, an adaptation of the final lecture in his course Quantitative Rea-
soning 48, “Bits,” subsequently offered as Empirical and Mathematical 
Reasoning 12, under the same title, and as Computer Science E-2 in the 
Harvard Extension School.

Literature and the Environment
by lAwrence Buell

The arts and humanities have potentially crucial con-
tributions to make toward full understanding of the mul-
tiple, accelerating environmental challenges facing the 

world today.
To take a simple example from one of modern envi-

ronmentalism’s comparative success stories: How 
does one transform a “swamp”—a boggy im-
penetrable tract of no seeming use except 
when drained for tillage or building 
sites—into a “wetland” considered 
worthy of preservation, intrinsi-
cally valuable, and even beautiful 
in its own way? Obviously, such 
a shift, which has taken place 
only during the past half-cen-
tury, requires a fundamental 
transformation of taste and 
values as well as scrupu-
lous scientific research, pro-
tracted advocacy and liti-
gation, careful legislation, 
and administrative imple-
mentation. A mere glance at 
guidebooks like the Nation-
al Audubon Society’s Wetlands 
that line the shelves of the na-
ture section of a typical Ameri-
can bookstore confirms the im-
portance of narrative and image in 
helping to bring about and to solid-
ify that transformation of values. These 
two approaches each have distinctive, 
though often overlapping, contributions to 

make. Narrative can both define and underscore the gravity of 
actual or possible events by means of plotlines involving char-
acters the reader or viewer is made to care about intensely. For 
example, the sport-hunting industry used to complain that the 
worst thing that ever happened to it was Bambi—an antiwar 
novel of the 1920s made into a more famous Disney film on the 

We can resist those expurgated dictionaries  
and those Web sites that want to know things you  
do not want to tell them. We can speak up. We  
can click “I don’t agree.”
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Why the Finns Do Not  
Drink but Die and the
French Drink but 
Do Not Die
by KArin B. micHelS

A successful public health 
prevention program re-
quires knowledge of factors 

that may increase the likelihood of 
maintaining health or developing 
a disease. Several different study 
types can be employed to gain a bet-
ter understanding of such risk fac-
tors. Which study type is most ap-
propriate depends on the question at 
hand; each study type has its own set of 
strengths and weaknesses.

Initial explorations of the relation be-
tween a suspected risk factor and a disease 
may include examining their correlations across 
several countries. For example, plotting estimated al-
cohol consumption per capita and death rates from coro-
nary heart disease (CHD) against each other reveals that the 
population of Finland has low alcohol consumption but very high 
mortality from CHD. Conversely, the French have a high con-
sumption of alcoholic beverages but one of the lowest death rates 
from CHD. What can we learn from these observations? Such 
ecological studies suggest that alcohol consumption may reduce 
the risk of dying from heart disease. But this picture could be dis-
torted by other lifestyle factors correlated with alcohol consump-
tion and also with CHD mortality. The Finns have a high con-
sumption of saturated fat, which is associated with a high risk of 
heart disease, and the French have a diet rich in vegetable oil and 
fresh fruits and vegetables, which are associated with a low risk 
of heart disease—although the French do like their butter, too. 
So are these other dietary factors, rather than alcohol consump-
tion, truly responsible for the differences in heart disease mortal-
ity? If so, they would confound the association between alcohol 
and CHD mortality. And then there is Japan: the Japanese do not 
drink much alcohol and they do not die from CHD! This observa-

tion confirms that the story is not straightforward and that other 
factors may play important roles in influencing or confounding 
the association of interest. A confounder is a third variable that 
is associated with the risk factor or exposure of interest and is 
itself a risk factor for the disease. We can think of many factors 

verge of World War II in which many of the appealing forest 
creatures are killed by ruthless hunters. Freestanding images or 
sequences of images, often used in combination with narrative, 
can capture and preserve—in such a way as to make the viewer 
also want to preserve—endangered landscapes and regions. If 
restrictions on oil drilling in northern Alaska should continue, 
much of the credit will need to go to the power of film, photog-
raphy, and TV nature specials to instill in the American public, 
few of whom will ever visit the region personally, indelible im-
ages of this region’s importance as the last unspoiled national 

wilderness. How a place gets imaged, what stories about it get 
told, how they are remembered—all this can clearly make a dif-
ference not just aesthetically but historically, for public values 
and behavior.

From “American Literature and the American Environment: There Never 
Was an ‘Is’ without a ‘Where,’” by Lawrence Buell, Cabot research professor 
of American literature. For many years, he taught Literature and Arts A-64, 
later Aesthetic and Interpretive Understanding 22, “American Literature 
and the American Environment.”
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The Finns have a high consumption 
of saturated fat, and the French have 
a diet rich in vegetable oil and fresh 
fruits and vegetables—although the 
French do like their butter, too.
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Accounting for a Good Life
by tHomAS m. ScAnlon Jr.

A plausible account of what makes someone’s life bet-
ter will be a “substantive good” account: a claim or set 
of claims about what things are good in themselves, not 

good because they are desired. Hedonism is one such an 
account; it is just an implausibly narrow one, a list 
that includes only one element.

Any account of what makes someone’s life 
go better, especially one that rests on claims 
about what is substantively good, is 
bound to be controversial. So one might 
ask (as some student in my course al-
ways does), “Who’s to decide what 
makes a life better?” It is important 
to see that this is a facile debat-
ing move, not a serious question. 
To say of some person that he is 
“the one to decide” whether A 
is the case or not suggests that 
this person has the authori-
ty to settle this question: that 
his deciding that A is the case 
would make it so. Sometimes, 
in some institutional settings, 
for example, there is author-
ity of this kind. The Supreme 
Court, for example, has the 
authority to decide whether 
something is the law of the 
United States. But with re-
spect to the questions we are 
considering there obviously 
is no authority of this kind. 
So the answer to the question 
“Who’s to decide?” is “No one.” 
That is to say, no one has the au-
thority to settle the question.

But in another, more relevant, 
sense the answer to “Who’s to 
decide?” is “Each of us.” That is to 
say, it is up to each of us to make up 
his or her own mind about such ques-
tions as what makes a life better for 
the person who lives it. This is not to say 
that each of us has any authority to settle 
this question. It is up to each of us to assess 

the merits of competing answers and arrive at our own conclu-
sion as to which one is correct. But whether this conclusion is 
correct depends on its merits, not on our decision.

It may seem that each person has special authority to settle the 
question of what life is the best life for him or her. This may be 
true in a sense, but not in the sense relevant to our present dis-
cussion. It is up to each person to decide how to live, and each 

person has authority over this question in the sense 
that (within limits, at least) his or her decision has 

a claim not to be interfered with. But authori-
ty of this kind should not be confused with 

authority to settle the question of what 
makes a life worth living—to determine, 

by one’s decision, what the right an-
swer to this question is. We do not 

have this authority. We can be mis-
taken about what life would be 
best for us, although it is also true 
in many cases that our choices 
about how to live, even if mis-
guided, ought not to be inter-
fered with.

There is now a growing 
body of empirical investiga-
tions, by psychologists and 
economists, of what makes 
people happy, and it might 
be thought that these find-
ings could provide an answer 
to the question we are con-
sidering. At the most funda-
mental level, this is not so. 
Philosophical questions, such 
as whether the quality of a 
life for the person who lives it 
depends only on the person’s 
experience, or only on what he 

or she desires, or also on some-
thing else, cannot be settled by 

taking a poll. The correctness of 
an answer depends on the merits 

of the argument supporting it, not 
on how many people believe it to be 

correct.

From “What Is Morality?” by Thomas M. Scan-
lon Jr., Alford professor of natural religion, moral 

philosophy, and civil polity. He teaches Ethical Rea-
soning 14, “Issues in Ethics.”

that fulfill these conditions and can therefore distort the associ-
ation of interest. Our goal is, therefore, to exclude the influence 
of confounders. To do this we would need data on the individual 
level. And we need to be able to measure the potential confound-
ers. We can then eliminate their influence statistically by holding 
their level constant in so-called regression models (which allow 

for the simultaneous adjustment of many confounding variables).

From “Medical Detectives,” by Karin B. Michels, associate professor of obstetrics, 
gynecology, and reproductive health, Harvard Medical School, and associate pro-
fessor, department of epidemiology, Harvard School of Public Health, who teaches 
Empirical and Mathematical Reasoning 15 under the same title.
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