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I. DESCRIPTION OF THE COURSE 

 

The purpose of this course is simple and straightforward: to introduce you to the peoples, societies, and 

cultures of the Middle East from the time of the Prophet Muhammad (ca. 600 C.E.) down to the present.  

Unfortunately, the subject matter of the course is anything but simple and straightforward.  We cannot 

begin to do justice to all the extraordinary personalities produced by this region over the past fourteen 

centuries, let alone to its complex political institutions, patterns of social organization, or forms of cultural 

creativity.  The course is highly selective; we can devote serious attention only to a few topics out of a 

myriad of possibilities.  However, we hope that the topics chosen here will provide a coherent and useful 

framework for further learning, whether independently or in more advanced courses. 

To begin with, note that the course is divided relatively equally between the pre-modern and modern 

eras—i.e, between the Middle East before and after 1500.  Of all places in the world, the Middle East 

cannot be understood through a review of current events with a polite bow to the “historical background.”  

The processes, events, and conflicts we witness today are intimately linked, often in paradoxical ways, to 

those of earlier centuries.  And they are unintelligible unless we are aware of these links. 

Second, the course will spend quite a bit of time on the religion of Islam.  That does not mean that 

everything that happens in the Middle East is essentially “Islamic.”  But without some knowledge of 

Islam, one can make no sense of the Middle East over the last fourteen hundred years.  Islam’s rapid rise 

from a local cult in west Arabia to a world religion is one of the great revolutions in world history.  

Likewise, this religion has provided—and continues to provide—a powerful and pervasive framework for 

political action, ideological debate, cultural values, and everyday patterns of life.   Even Middle 

Easterners who try to put Islam on the back burner, or in some extreme cases to dispose of it altogether, 

must strive to come to terms with it. 

Third, the course will pay a lot of attention to the ways in which Middle Easterners have constructed their 

political life over the centuries—as a would-be universal empire encompassing the whole body of 

Muslims throughout the world, as a series of tribal confederations and military autocracies, or as self-

proclaimed nation-states (both constitutional and populist-autocratic).  Political organization is driven 

both by ideology and by autonomous socio-economic forces; we will try to look at both. 
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Fourth, the Middle East in Islamic and modern times has produced remarkable works of literature and art.  

These are of course products of their times, but they also transcend those moments.  They are part of the 

permanent heritage of humanity, and we need to spend some time asking how they came into being and in 

what ways they still speak to us. 

Finally, since about 1500, and especially since 1800, the states and societies of the Middle East have had 

to define their place in a world increasingly dominated by a powerful outside actor, whose presence has 

disrupted and transformed them in a myriad of ways.  This actor is usually called “the West,” but 

obviously that term grossly oversimplifies the situation, since “the West” is not one single thing anymore 

than “Islam” is.  The Western-Middle Eastern interaction has taken many forms—most obviously 

imperialism and occupation—but in fact it is a complex and ever-changing phenomenon.  For that reason 

we will pay particular attention to the intellectual and cultural response of Middle Easterners to the 

Western presence. 

 

II. COURSE REQUIREMENTS AND GRADING 

 

The formal requirements for the course will be divided into two parts: general and sectional.  The 

sectional requirements will be assigned by the TAs and will constitute 25% of your final grade.  The 

general requirements apply to all students in the course and will constitute 75% of your grade. 

The good news is that there is no mid-term exam.  The bad news is that there is no such thing as a free 

lunch.  There will be three three-page papers.  Each paper will ask you to address an assigned question or 

problem.  On each paper you will have a choice of two or three such questions.  You should be able to 

deal with these questions on the basis of the assigned readings, but of course you are free to do additional 

reading.  Indeed, we encourage it.  Should you choose this path, you would probably be well advised to 

ask your TAs or me for suggestions, since there is a huge amount of junk out there.  The Internet is 

especially full of this stuff, along with a few really useful sites.   

Please note:  The papers are due on the assigned dates.  Extensions will be granted only for the most 

compelling reasons, and you must absolutely seek permission from your TA IN ADVANCE. 

There is also a final examination.  This will be an in-class, closed-book exam.  It is scheduled for 

Wednesday, December 9, 4-7 p.m.   (You can blame the Registrar for this one, not us.)  The final will be 

in essay format; you will be asked to develop your own interpretations of a few major topics covered in 

the course.  To help you prepare, we will distribute a sheet of likely topics well in advance of the exam. 

 

III. BOOKS TO PURCHASE 

 

Juan Cole, Engaging the Muslim World (Palgrave Macmillan) 

James Gelvin, The Modern Middle East: A History (2
nd

 edition, Oxford University Press) 

Matthew Gordon, The Rise of Islam (Hackett, 2008) 

R. Stephen Humphreys, Between Memory and Desire: The Middle East in a Troubled Age (University of 

California Press; 2nd edition, 2005) 

Malise Ruthven, Islam: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford) 

Reader: History 46 (available at Grafikart) 
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IV. SCHEDULE OF CLASSES AND ASSIGNMENTS 

 

 

1. Thurs., Sept. 24: Introduction 

  

 

2. Tues., Sept. 29: Thinking about Islam and the Middle East 

 

READINGS: Ruthven, ch. 1 (pp. 1-19) 

Cole, Engaging the Muslim World, Chs. 2-3 (pp. 41-114) 

  

 

3. Thurs., Oct 1: Thinking some more… 

 

 

4.   Tues., Oct. 6: Muhammad and the Beginnings of Islam, 600-632  

 

READINGS: Humphreys, Between Memory and Desire, pp. 148-55 

   Ruthven, Islam, ch. 2 (pp. 20-48) 

   Gordon, chs. 1-2  (pp. 1-23) 

   Reader: Ibn Ishaq, Life of Muhammad 

       

 

5.   Thurs., Oct. 8: NO CLASS  

 

 

6.   Tues., Oct. 13: The Qur’anic Vision (Prof. Ahmad) 

 

READINGS: Reader: selected passages from the Qur’an (suras 1, 112-113, 81, 89-97, 15, 16, 3, 4)   

 [I know it looks crazy, but read in this order.  Trust me, it works better.] 

 

 

7.   Thurs., Oct. 15: NO CLASS 

    

 

8.   Tues., Oct 20: Caliphs and Imams: the Struggle for God’s Rule 

 

       READINGS: Humphreys, Between Memory and Desire, pp. 155-161, 174-184 

   Gordon, chs. 2-3 (pp. 23-48) 

   Ruthven, Ch. 3 (pp. 49-56 only) 

   Reader: al-Mas’udi, “A True History of the Caliphate” 

 

 

Tuesday, October 20: DUE DATE: Paper 1  
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9.   Thurs., Oct 22: Seeking God’s Law: How do we know what God demands 

of us?  

 

READINGS: Ruthven, chs. 4 -5 (pp. 73-106) 

   Humphreys, Between Memory and Desire, pp. 227-244 

   Gordon, ch. 5 (pp. 69-88)    

 

 

10.   Tues., Oct 27: Sultans and Cities: Political Fragmentation and Social Integration 

 

 READINGS: Humphreys, Between Memory and Desire, 162-164 

   Gordon, chs. 4, 6 (pp. 49-67, 89-95) 

    

 

11.   Thurs., Oct. 29: Islam, Society, and Morality in the Medieval World 

 

READINGS: Reader: essays and anecdotes by al-Jahiz, al-Tanukhi and Sa’di 

 

 

Thurs., Oct. 29: DUE DATE: Paper No.2 

 

 

12.   Tues., Nov. 3: The Ottoman Empire and the Emerging Challenge from Europe 

 

 READINGS: Gelvin, Middle East, 9-12, 22-67 

 

 

13.   Thurs., Nov. 5: Imperialism and Political-Administrative Reform, 1798-1914 

 

 READINGS: Gelvin, Middle East, 69-110, 147-156 (also, the photo essay pp. 111-122) 

 

 

14.   Tues., Nov. 10: Intellectual and Ideological Responses to the European Challenge 

 

  READINGS:  Gelvin, Middle East, 123-147, 157-166 

   Ruthven, ch. 6 (pp. 106-115) 

   Reader: essays by Jamal al-Din al-Afghani, Qasim Amin, and Nasira Zein al-Din 

   

 

15.  Thurs., Nov. 12: World War I and the Agenda for the Twentieth Century 

 

 READINGS: Gelvin, Middle East, 171-205 

   Humphreys, Between Memory and Desire, pp. 23-59 

   Reader: (1) Husayn-McMahon Correspondence (1915) 

(2) Balfour Declaration: Cabinet Debates (1917) 

(3) Internal Memo of F.M. Arthur James Balfour, 1919 

(4) Two Maps: Sykes Picot (1916) and San Remo Agreements (1920) 
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17.   Tues., Nov. 17: Nationalism Triumphant, 1922-1967 

 

 READINGS: Gelvin, Middle East, 223-257 

   Humphreys, Between Memory and Desire, pp. 60-98, 113-130 

 

 

16.   Thurs., Nov. 19: A Case in Point: The Arab-Israeli Conflict, from Balfour to 1967 

 

         READINGS: Gelvin, Middle East, 206-220, 271-282 

Humphreys, Between Memory and Desire, pp. 46-59 

Reader: Internal memo of F.M. Anthony Eden, 1945, and reread 

“Balfour Declaration: Cabinet Debates,” and pp. 158-59 of the Balfour internal 

memo. 

 

 

Thursday., November 19: DUE DATE: Paper No. 3 

 

 

18.  Tues., Nov. 24: Oil: the Root of All Evil? 

 

READINGS: Gelvin, Middle East, 257-270, 312-317 

   Cole, Engaging the Muslim World, ch. 1 (pp. 7-40)  

 

 

19.  Tues., Dec. 1: The Islamic Movement and Middle East Politics, 1970-2001 

 

READINGS: Humphreys, Between Memory and Desire, pp. 184-203  

   Cole, Engaging the Muslim World, chs. 5, 6 (pp. 157-247) 

Gelvin, Middle East, 282-303, 317-322 

Ruthven, Islam, 116-142    

 

 

20.  Thurs., Dec. 3: Tying Up the Loose Ends 

 

READINGS: Humphreys, Between Memory and Desire, pp. xi-xxii, 261-272 

   Cole, Engaging the Muslim World, “Conclusion” (pp. 237-247) 

Gelvin, Middle East, pp. 304-312 

  

    

 

 

WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 9: Final Examination (4-7 p.m.) 


