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ISLAM AND THE WEST 

 

HIST 387      Dr. Joan Plubell Mattia 

Section: 004      Cell: 703-678-3469 

Tues & Thurs 10:30 a.m. – 11:45 p.m.  Ph:  703-733-0181 

Room: R A208     Email:  jmattia@gmu.edu 

 

COURSE DESCRIPTION:  The House of Islam and the West share a sustained and 

intricate history that goes back fourteen centuries. In order to understand current attitudes 

and perceptions, the conflicts and cooperation between Christians and Muslims will be 

explored, beginning with the rise of Islam in the late seventh/first century and continuing 

up to the Dialogue Movement of the present day. This course will attempt to present the 

roots of Christian/Muslim interaction and the outline of past encounters. 

 

GOALS:  The purpose of this course is three-fold.  First it is intended to convey content, 

together with an understanding of the basic narrative: the interaction of Islam and the 

West. Students are expected to become familiar with the periods of interaction and the 

dynamics of those periods. Second it seeks to cultivate a set of skills involving analytical 

thinking, reading, writing, and to a lesser degree, speaking. Third, and harder to define, 

the course seeks to generate an interest in and satisfy a curiosity about Islam, giving 

knowledge and skills for future encounters beyond the bounds of the course itself.  

 

COURSE PROCEDURES AND REQUIREMENTS:  This course consists of lectures, 

assigned readings, class discussions, student presentations and audio-visual support.  

Regular class attendance is strongly encouraged for successful completion of this course 

as class sessions will transcend assigned readings. Time will be given for questions.  This 

is dedicated time so please turn off cell phones, blackberries, internet, etc. during class. 

Laptops may be used for note taking purposes only.  

    There will be a mid-term and a final exam consisting of identification and short 

essay questions.  Bring blue examination booklets (available in the bookstore) and write 

in ink. The GMU Honor Code will be in effect.   

  The main writing requirement consists of a course journal which will be evaluated 

at the end of the course.  (See attached instruction sheet for details).  

 Final evaluation will be based on the following scale:  mid-term – 25%, final 

exam – 25%, course journal – 25%, presentations and class contributions – 25%.   

 

REQUIRED READING:   
Rollin Armour, Sr., Islam, Christianity, and the West: A Troubled History (Maryknoll, 

NY: Orbis Books), 2002.  Available @ University Bookstore; Johnson Center Reserves 

Efraim Karsh, Islamic Imperialism: A History (New Haven: Yale University Press), 

2007. Assignments will be on reserve at the Johnson Center.   

The Thousand and One Nights (Arabian Nights). Introduction and Nights 1—3. There are 

many versions available in Fenwick Library and elsewhere. Also can be read online at 

http://www.bartleby.com/16/    
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CLASS SCHEDULE 

 

Jan. 20, 2009 – Inauguration Day, NO CLASS 

   

Jan. 22, 2009 – Introduction to the Course 

 

Jan. 27, 2009 – Arabia Before Islam: Thinking about the Other 

  Read: Islam, Christianity & the West by Armour, Introduction 

 

Jan. 29, 2009 – The Prophet Muhammad 

  Read Armour, Chapter One 

 

Feb. 3, 2009 – The Rise of Islam 

Read Armour, Chapter Two 

 

Feb. 5, 2009 – The First Interactions: the extended Mediterranean basin 

Read Armour, Chapter Three 

 

Feb. 10, 2009 – Muslim Treatment of Christians: the first 200 years 

  Read Armour, Chapter Four 

 

Feb. 12, 2009 – Exchanges in the Eastern Empire: From Charlemagne to Crusades 

  Read: Armour, Chapter Five 

   

Feb. 17, 2009 – Conversion to Islam: the internal dialogue   

  Read: Armour, Chapter Six & Seven 

   

Feb. 19, 2009 – Mid- Term 

 

Feb. 24, 2009 – Discussion: The Arabian Nights 

  Read: Arabian Nights, Introduction and Nights 1 – 3 

  

Mar. 3, 2009 – The Art of Many Peoples 

   

Mar. 5, 2009 – Glories of Islamic Art – The Golden Age.  

 

Mar. 10, 2009 – Spring Break, no class 

Mar. 12, 2009 – Spring Break, no class 

 

Mar. 17, 2009 – Influencing the West: Scientists & Philosophers 

  Read: Armour, Chapter Eight 

 

Mar. 19, 2009 – Islam and the Medieval West:  the Crusades 

  Read: Efraim Karsh, Islamic Imperialism, Chapter Four 
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Mar. 24, 2009 – The Crusades (1096 – 1535) Interaction in the West 

   Read Armour, Chapter Nine 

 

Mar. 26, 2009 – European Power: Reformation to High Imperialism  

  Read: Armour, Chapter Ten 

 

Mar. 31, 2009 – Muslim Response, 1500’s – 1900’s (906 – 1318)  

  Read: Armour, Chapter Eleven 

 

April 2, 2009 – Western Academic Study of Islam, 19
th  

& 20
th

 Century (13
th

 & 14
th

 ) 

  Read: Armour, Chapter Twelve 

 

April 7, 2009 –Changing Muslim Thinking About the West, 19
th

 & 20
th

 Cent. (13
th

&14
th

)  

  Read: Armour, Chapter Thirteen 

 

April 9, 2009 – The Dialogue Approach 

  Read: Armour, Chapter Fourteen 

 

April 14, 2009 – Political Context of Dialogue 

  Read: Karsh, Epilogue, p.234-241 

 

April 16, 2009 – Southeast Asia (Student presentations) 

April 21, 2009 – Asia (Student presentations)  

April 23, 2009 – Middle East (Student presentations) 

April 28, 2009 – Africa (Student presentations) 

April 30, 2009 – Guest Speaker – HAND IN JOUNALS 

May 5, 2009 -- Review 

May 7, 2009 – Final Exam, 10:30 a. m.  

 

 

 

 

BIBLIOGRAPHY FOR FURTHER READING  

  

Cole, Juan, Engaging the Muslim World (to be released in March, 2009) 

Goddard, Hugh. A History of Christian-Muslim Relations (New Amsterdam Books: 

 Chicago), 2000. 

Karsh, Efraim. Islamic Imperialism: A History (New Haven, Yale University Press), 

 2007. 

Peters, F. E.  The Arabs and Arabia on the Eve of Islam ( Ashgate; Aldershot), 1999.  

Stewart, Desmond. Early Islam (Time-Life Books: New York), 1967.  
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WRITING TO LEARN – KEEPING A COURSE JOURNAL 

 

Writing, someone has said, enables us to see what we know. It also helps us to 

identify and clarify what we do not yet fully understand.  An important requirement in 

this course is the keeping of a journal.  Experience has shown it to be an effective 

learning device.  It is a relatively painless way to do a substantial amount of writing. 

 

 A course journal falls somewhere between a personal diary and a set of lecture 

notes.  It is a record of your ideas as they develop in relation to this course.  Generally 

your entries will consist of spontaneous unrefined reactions and ideas as they come to 

mind.  Date each entry and write legibly, but there is no need to worry about minor 

details of spelling and grammar.  What is important is that you record your own authentic 

ideas. 

 

 Your journal should contain three main types of entries: 

 

1.) After each class period (or at the end of the class period if we have time) you 

should summarize briefly the main points of the class lecture or discussion 

and give your immediate reactions to them.  What questions came to mind? 

What points seem unclear?  This constitutes the core of the journal and these 

entries should be made on a regular basis.  Also, if questions arise while you 

are doing the readings, jot them down. 

 

2.) From time to time you may be asked to write a brief response to questions 

which I will pose in preparation for upcoming class sessions.  These short, one 

page essays will be more organized that the free-writing mentioned above. 

 

3.) One of the components of the course is to relate current events to foundational 

events in the past regarding Islam.  Stay alert to items from newspapers, TV, 

internet, radio, advertisements, conversations, etc. which relate in some way 

to Islam.  Note these in your journal, summarize them briefly and respond to 

them.  What do they represent or illustrate?  How do you react to them 

intellectually and emotionally?  Your journal should contain at least three 

such entries.   

 

      Keep your journal in an 8 ½ x 11 spiral notebook separate from your lecture 

notes.  Once during the course I will check the journals to see if they meet expectations.  

At the end they will be evaluated, not according to writing style and grammar, but rather 

on length, regularity, and authenticity.   

 

 At the end of the course you should have an interesting and valuable record of 

your progress in this course and a useful study aid for the final exam.  Regular thinking 

and writing is the key to learning.  Set aside a few minutes after each class session.   
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With thanks to Dr. Don Holsinger  


