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Description 
This course is an introduction to the Islamic tradition(s). It is divided into two primary sections.  

The first covers the rise of Islam and the establishment of the various institutions that came to 

define medieval Islamic societies and cultures. The developments of this classical period—from 

approximately 600CE to 1100CE—laid the foundations for later Muslim thought and behavior.  

Indeed, contemporary Muslims approach the formative period of Islam—particularly the life of 

the Prophet Muhammad and the Rightly Guided Caliphs—as an ideal time to which they look for 

guidance on matters of faith, personal and social morality, law and politics. The second section 

covers the events and challenges that have shaped the history of modern Muslim societies, with a 

particular focus on the Middle East, and the way Muslims have interpreted their tradition in order 

to maintain their identity during a time of rapid social and political change. It is often pointed out 

that Muslim societies have experienced modernity as an encounter, if not a confrontation, with 

the West; and there is some truth to this claim. Yet, while tensions between Muslim societies and 

the West have tended to dominate certain discourses and the international news, especially after 

9/11, there is far more to learn about the modern Muslim experience by studying trends and 

developments in Muslim societies. Our goal is to explore this experience and to develop critical 

insights into it. 

 

Truth and Fairness Clause 

Islam is a minority religion in the West, and the study of it in the Western academy has 

historically been accompanied by certain cultural attitudes that have sometimes clouded a fair 

treatment and understanding of the tradition (something referred to as “Orientalism”). I will do 

my best to avoid such attitudes, but a word of caution is in order:  I am a product of a Western 

education system that, by definition, approaches the study of religions in a manner that is 

considered inappropriate (if not sacrilegious) by mainstream opinion in most Muslim societies 

and by a significant portion of the religious population in the West also. There have always been 

challenges, both inside and outside the academy, to the idea that one can study religions 

“objectively,” with criteria free of cultural bias. These challenges have now become caught up in 

a global political confrontation between Western values and their supposed antithesis found in 

the Muslim world—a confrontation witnessed in the “war on terror,” the invasion and occupation 

of two Muslim countries (and the aerial bombing of others), and the debate about Islam’s 

compatibility with openness and democracy in Europe, and the rise of globalized jihad (=al-

Qaeda and the Islamic State). Many leaders in the West have been careful to point out that “we” 

are not at war with Islam or Muslims, but, not surprisingly, the perception within Muslim 

societies is quite different. According to one American scholar of international affairs, we are 

currently experiencing a “clash of civilizations.” Whether this is true or not, we would be naïve 



to think that “studying Islam” at the current historical moment is only an academic exercise. 

What does all this mean for the class this semester? To borrow a phrase: nothing and everything. 

We will proceed as usual, keeping the challenges of academic neutrality and global political 

uncertainty in mind, all the while knowing that gaining a better understanding of Islam and 

Muslim societies is more important now than it ever was. 

  

Class Expectations 

This class will cover the subject through discussion and Socratic lecture. Most class sessions will 

have a period of time dedicated to student led discussions of the material, specifically the 

primary source materials. This means that each student is responsible for the upkeep and the 

success of the class. I will feel free to call on students at any time during class to solicit an 

opinion, insight or just get the discussion going. And I encourage students to raise questions 

about the material covered in class and to challenge me about the views I’m presenting and the 

framework of the class. My goal is that we will all learn from each other.   

 

To facilitate classroom engagement: 

1. Make sure you are prepared by having read the material in an active manner, 

making connections with the overall topic and direction of the class, and bring 

the assigned reading material (books or reserve items) to the session 

2. Come to class each session with a least two ideas or questions related to the 

readings, preferably the primary sources. These should reflect your insights, 

based on reading and reflection, of what is important given the topic of 

discussion. I will call on people randomly to solicit input for discussion, but you 

will submit a sheet of paper each week based on your insights for one of the 

day’s reading. You pick the day: Tuesday or Thursday.  

3. Watch for articles in magazines, newspapers or material from other media that 

pertain to the topic and bring them to class 

 

Grading 
 Papers:      Exams:   Engagement: 

1
st
   Essay  20%    Midterm 20%  Homework & 

2
nd

  Essay 20%    Final  20%  Discussion 20%   

   40%   40%    20%  = 100% 

 

Because your participation is so essential for discussion, any unexcused absence, especially on a 

day on which you are a discussion leader, will negatively affect the class and your grade.  I can 

overlook two “cuts,” but after that each absence will deduct two percentage points from your 

final grade.   

 

Academic Integrity Policy 
I will observe DePauw’s policy on academic integrity (i.e., cheating and plagiarism), as outlined 

in the Student Handbook. We will review this issue before the first paper is due, but I encourage 

you to read the policy for yourself. 

 

ADA Accommodation 



DePauw University is committed to providing equal access to academic programs and university 

administered activities with reasonable accommodations to students with disabilities, in 

compliance with the Americans With Disabilities Act and Amendments (ADAAA). Any student 

who feels she or he may need an accommodation based on the impact of a disability or learning 

challenge is strongly encouraged to contact Pamela Roberts, Director of Student Disability 

Services and ADA Compliance for further information on how to receive accommodations and 

support. Contact information for Student Disability Services is: 408 S. Locust Street, Suite 200, 

in The Memorial Student Union Building (765-658-6267). It is the responsibility of the student 

to share the letter of accommodation with faculty and staff members. Accommodations will not 

be implemented until the faculty or staff member has received the official letter. 

Accommodations are not retroactive. It is the responsibility of the student to discuss 

implementation of accommodations with each faculty and staff member receiving the letter. 

 

Required Texts 

Peters, F.E., ed. A Reader on Classical Islam (Princeton) 

Shepard, William E. Introducing Islam, 2
nd

 ed. (Routledge) 

 

ROW Library Reserves 

 

 

Schedule of Classes and Assignments 

8/25 Introduction  

 

8/30 Range of Study, Source-critical Problems, and the Current Historical Moment  

 Shepard, 1-13 

 David Waines, “Excursus on Islamic origins”  (Library Reserves)  

          

The Historical Setting and the Uses of History 

 

9/1 Pre-Islamic Near East: History and Myth    

  Shepard, 17-30        

  Peters, 8-24 (#1-8), 158-161 (#1), 258-260 (#1) 

   

9/6 Tribal Arabia           

  Shepard, 31-34 

  Peters, 35-42 (#12-15) 

 

Islamic Beginnings 

 

9/8 Muhammad in Mecca         

 Shepard, 34-38         

 Peters, 43-71 (#1-3,5,8,9,12,14,15), 168-169 (#4), 177-178 (#11) 

 

9/13 Muhammad in Medina  

 Peters, 71-97 (#16-19,26,29), 99-106 (#1-6), 268-272 (#5) 

 

tel:%28765-658-6267


9/15 Caliphate, Expansion, Conquest 

 Shepard, 38-62 

 Peters, 117-124 (#10-12), 142-150 (#20-23) 

 

9/20 Qur’an            

 Shepard 65-83         

 Peters, 165-174 (#3,5-8), 179-183 (#13-15) 

 

9/22 Sunna of the Prophet         

 Shepard, 84-98         

 Peters, 212-227 (#1,3,4,6,7,9,10) 

 

Dimensions and Institutions 

 

9/27 The Hajj 

 Peters, 20-22 (#7) 

 

9/29 Rituals and Ceremonies 

 Shepard, 99-119 

 Peters, 150-157 (#24-27), 252-256 (#24), 279-289 (#12-14)  

 

10/4 Sectarianism and Scholarship: Heterodoxy and Orthodoxy 

 Shepard, 120-145 

 Peters, 134-142 (#13-20) 

   

10/6 Law/Shari‘a            

Shepard, 146-162        

 Peters, 214-220 (#2,3), 227-252 (#11,13-15,18,19)  

 

10/11 Sufism           

 Shepard, 175-193       

  Peters, 307-343 (#1-4,7,10-13,16) 

 

10/13 Midterm 

 

10/18, Fall Break 

        20 

 

 

End of Empire(s) and the Rise of Modernity 

 

10/25 Empires of Faith 

 

10/27 Defensive Development and Imperialism 

 Gelvin, 69-99 (Library Reserve) 

   



 

Islam and Modernity: Background and Cases 

 

11/1 The Modern Context 

 Shepard, 229-255 

 Muhammad ‘Abduh, “Islam, Reason, and Civilization”  (Library Reserves) 

 Sayyid Jamal al-Din al-Afghani,“An Islamic Response to Imperialism (Library Reserves) 

 Chiragh Ali, “Islam and Change” (Library Reserves) 

 Sayyad Ahmad Khan, “Islam: The Religion of Reason” (Library Reserves)   

    

11/3 The Case of Turkey 

 Shepard, 256-269 

 

11/8 The Case of Egypt 

 Shepard, 270-287  

 

11/10 The Muslim Brotherhood 

 

11/15 The Case of Iran         

Shepard, 288-305 

 

11/17  The Case of Europe 

 Jorgen Nielsen, “The new Muslim Europe” (Library Reserves) 

 

11/22 Study Day 

 

11/24 Thanksgiving Recess 

 

Themes and Issues 

 

11/29  Westernization/Secularization 

Jeffrey T. Kenney, “Secularization and the search for an authentic Muslim modern” 

(Library Reserves)  

 

12/1    Women 

Valentine M. Moghadam and Namrata Mitra, “Women and gender in the Muslim   

 world” (Library Reserves)       

 

12/6 Militancy 

 William Shepard, “Militant Movements” (Library Reserves) 

 

12/8 Traditional, Modern, Conservative, Moderate, Liberal, Secular: What Is Islam(ic)?  

 Ending on a note of confusion…. 

 

12/12 Final Exam (1:00-4:00pm) 

 


