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WELCOME TO RELS 207/324: SUMMER SCHOOL 2017 
 

THE RELIGION OF ISLAM 
 
 
 
INTRODUCTION:  
 
This Summer School paper provides an introduction to the many dimensions of Muslim religious 
life, its historical origins as well as it present-day manifestations, its beliefs as well as its practices.  
 
In practice, you will discover within these pages something of an emphasis on ‘classical’ Islam 
nonetheless. This reflects two simple facts: (a) first, your lecturer’s key competencies lie in history 
rather than, say, contemporary anthropology; and (b) certain ‘classical’ aspects of Islam are useful 
insofar as they represent common touchstones to Muslims the world over and that their examination 
therefore can act as a convenient access point to Muslim religious culture (even if their 
interpretation varies widely according to context). In normative terms, however, we shall be strict in 
assuming no preference.  
 
The approach assumed in this paper shall be academic and dispassionate. My intent is not to give 
you a ‘feel’ of any sort for Islam (although, should such a sensibility develop, I would not object to 
it) and this class is not going to support or reject a part or some parts of Islam, its history, division 
and status in the modern world. Still less is it my intent to make any of you either more or less 
sympathetic towards Islam or Muslims. This deliberately detached approach is meant as much to 
safeguard the Islamic tradition as it is intended to ensure that we in our work abide by certain 
academic standards. For consider: if I should presume to convey a sympathy or antipathy for some 
particular form of Islam, then would I not be assuming the role of a religious teacher? But I am not 
that; I merely teach about religions in general and Islam in particular. In this perhaps paradoxical 
fashion, sticking to an outsider’s perspective can in fact be more respectful than presuming that one 
could handily assume and emulate an insider’s outlook.   
 
This course is being offered in two forms as well as on two levels: for students on the Otago 
University campus and for students taking the course by Distance. This course book is written with 
both groups of students in mind. For Distance students it is a vital resource, while for Campus 
students, the hope is that these added materials can still prove helpful. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

GENERAL COURSE INFORMATION 
 

 
ABOUT YOUR LECTURER:  

 
Your lecturer, Dr Majid Daneshgar teaches Islamic Studies on the ‘Religion’ side of the Department 
of Theology and Religion.  
Contact details:  
Address: Room 4S10, Burns Building, 97 Albany St, Dunedin 
64 3 471 6459 
majid.daneshgar@otago.ac.nz  
Office hours: Tuesday and Thursday 2pm.   
 
Course Co-ordinator 
Dr. Will Sweetman   
Contact details:  
Room 105, 97 Albany St, Dunedin 
03 479 8793 
will.sweetman@otago.ac.nz 
 
 
Getting in touch 

 
I am very happy to advise on all matters related to the course throughout the Summer School 
period, and indeed just to chat on subjects that are even loosely related. For campus students, the 
best way by far to handle any business is to knock on my office door and have a seat. All issues, 
whether having to do with content or with process, are invariably handled more efficiently when 
dealt with face to face. Designated office hours are Tuesday and Thursday 2pm.  Other times can be 
negotiated by appointment. The next best option for both Campus and Distance students is to email 
me: majid.daneshgar@otago.ac.nz  

 
Paper Structure 

 
This paper is divided into two parts: 
 
(a) In the first part, the focus is on the study of the emergence of Islamic identity. The origin and 
compilation of the Qurʾān, the identity of Muḥammad, his biography, Islamic authority and 
caliphate will be examined.  
 
(b) In the second part, we will study different schools of Islamic law and thought, shari‘a, and 
Islam and modernism. The last session will take the form of an interview with a well-versed Islamic 
studies scholar in which you are encouraged to ask questions. The interview will be recorded for 
distance students. You will also watch one of the episodes of the BBC documentary “The Long 
Search” (1977) entitled “Islam: There is no God but God” in which the rituals and beliefs of 
Egyptian Muslims are depicted.  
 
In all sessions, students are encouraged to ask questions and to participate in discussions.  
 
 

 



 
 

 
HOW TO COMPLETE THE COURSE (AKA THE BASICS):  
 
Textbook and readings 
 
The main textbooks for this course are: Andrew Rippin. Muslims: Their Religious Beliefs and 
Practices (4th ed. London: Routledge, 2012); Carl W. Ernst. How to Read the Qurʾān: A New 
Guide, with Select Translations (University of North Carolina Press, 2011) and Abdullah Saeed. 
The Qur’an: an Introduction (London: Routledge, 2008). Students are required to buy a copy of 
Rippin; Ernst and Saeed are available online through the library.  
 
Students taking RELS 324 and those who wish to learn more about different aspects of Islam are 
also recommended to study: William Shepard, Introducing Islam (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2009) which was previously the set textbook for this paper. Several other helpful 
sources are listed for every week/session.  
 
Additional readings are indicated. The Readings schedule covers all the materials needed for 
successful completion of the paper; beyond these, some Further Reading is given for each learning 
unit. The identical information is reproduced in the Study Guide section of this course book, where I 
make some brief comments about how these materials might be conceptualized and approached. 
The learning units correspond to the lectures given on campus.  
 
All readings should be available for download as individual files on eReserve, which you will find 
on the Blackboard page for this paper. Please contact ereserve@otago.ac.nz if you have difficulties 
in accessing these readings. 
 
The readings are divided into three types: 

 
Required readings must be studied in order to follow the course outline and comprehend the 
framework of every session 
 
Recommended readings can be applied to develop the arguments and contents of essays.  
 
Further readings are suggested for enthusiastic students who are interested in knowing more about 
a specific subject. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
LEARNING OUTCOMES:  

 
For RELS 207: 
 
Knowledge� 
 

a) A working familiarity with the traditional account concerning the historical formation of 
the Muslim religious tradition, along with an awareness of some of the complications to 
this picture 

b) A familiarity with key Muslim religious concepts�and the range of meanings 
traditionally associated with them 

c) An acquaintance with Islam’s most important codified practices  
d) An appreciation for the intricacies of such practices through an in-depth exploration of 

one of them  
e) An understanding of the many faces of present-day Islam through an exploration of 

Islam in one modern country. 
 
Skills 
 

a) The ability to research disparate types of material and bring them together in a unified 
presentation 

b) The ability to develop creative and critical approaches by analyzing texts and primary 
sources 

c) The ability to present an extended analysis in essay form using appropriate literature on 
a chosen topic. 

 
For RELS 324, in addition to this: 
 
Knowledge 
 

f) A heightened appreciation of the different kinds of analytical tools that can be brought to 
bear on religious pronouncements and practices – theological, philosophical, 
psychological, socio-economic, anthropological, etc. – and the different results that 
come about through their application. 

 
Skills 
 

d) The capacity to juxtapose two very different analyses of religious texts, take each on its 
merits, and read one in light of the other.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
ASSESSMENT:  
 
General Information about Assessment 
 
Our 'Essential Information' web page contains important advice and information about assessment 
including grading criteria, penalties for late assignments and requesting extensions, and the 
University’s policy on plagiarism.  You may find it here:  
 
http://www.otago.ac.nz/religion/courses/resources.html 
 
There is also a wide range of information on the page regarding our teaching methods such as 
videoconferencing and Blackboard as well as sources of student support. Please read the 
information carefully before the beginning of the course (particularly if you are a Distance student), 
and contact the Department if you have any questions or issues. 
 
Please note that access to Blackboard is essential in order to complete this paper. You will gain 
access within 12 hours of your enrolment being completed. Please contact the Department or your 
lecturer if you are unable to access or use Blackboard. 
 
 
 
Assessment Overview 

 
Your assessment consists of two internal components: 
 
(1) A 500-word essay outline (5 %) for RELS207; A 750-word essay outline (10%) for REL324. 
For the first assignment students should choose one of the questions mentioned in next part as the 
topic for an essay on Islam. Students are not expected to adapt or replace the title of the essay. Any 
alteration to the title of the essay must be negotiated with the lecturer. The deadline for the essay is 
January 29, 2017, 5 pm.  
 
(2) A 2500-word essay (35 %) for RELS 207; A 3000-word essay (40 %) for RELS 324. 
Students should choose one of the questions mentioned in the next part as the topic for the second 
assignment. Students are not expected to adapt or replace the title of the essay. Any alteration to the 
title of the essay must be negotiated with the lecturers. The deadline for the essay is February 15, 
2017, 5 pm. 
 
Distance students submit their essays through Blackboard, campus students through the department 
office (4C10, 4th Floor Arts Building, Albany St), or Blackboard.  
 
(3) The third assessment component is the final exam, which is worth 60% (three hours-exam) of 
your grade at 200-level and 50% (two hours-exam) at 300-level. Information on the examination 
format will be handed out mid-semester.  

 
 
 
 
 

 



 
 
TEACHING SESSIONS:  
 
Campus students are strongly encouraged to participate in class discussions, share their own 
understandings and questions with others. More information about the date and time of lectures (for 
campus students) and videoconferences (for distance students) are found in the ‘Study Guide' 
section.   
 
Times and venues of tutorials will be provided on the eVision calendar for campus students. 
 
For distance students, Zoom will be used to facilitate virtual tutorial sessions. Information on how 
to use Zoom is provided in the 'Essential Information' web page and there will be further guidance 
available on Blackboard. There will be eleven of these sessions in total, each an hour long, set to 
run twice weekly. Since the online tutorials are not assessed, attendance is not mandatory, but I 
hope to make many of your acquaintance that way. The times for these are:  
 
Wednesday and Friday afternoons, 3-4 pm, January (11th, 13th, 18th , 20th,  25th & 27th); February (1st 
, 3rd, 8th, 10th &15th) 
 
When it comes to tutorial content, we may take advantage of Rippin’s key points and additional 
notes at the end of each chapter, so that if you want to prepare in advance for either the campus or 
the online tutorials, you may wish to go over these to jog your memory and jump-start your mind.  
 
 
 
 
RESOURCES FOR STUDY:  
 
About the textbook 
 
There are a multitude of introductory textbooks available on Islam. There are even a multitude of 
good textbooks available on Islam (in addition to the inevitable lesser ones). From the many 
available options, we shall be mainly following Andrew Rippin’s Muslims: Their Religious Beliefs 
and Practices (London and New York: Routledge, 2012) during this course.  
 
There is a simple reason for this. Rippin’s work is a well-written book which covers Islam from 
different aspects, i.e., social, historical, and cultural. Due to its 'pedagogical clarity and its critical 
academic approach’ it is known as an authoritative and stimulating guide. It should be noted that 
Andrew Rippin is a well-versed scholar whose ideas in dealing with Islamic and Qur'anic studies 
are seriously followed and examined by Muslim and non-Muslim scholars. More importantly, his 
works have been translated into main Islamic languages (Arabic, Persian, and Turkish). His 
familiarity with Muslim communities, culture and identity motivated me to select him as one of my 
PhD supervisors. His broad and precise knowledge helped me to understand the importance of both 
Eastern theological and Western secular Islamic studies.  
 
Some of his other main works are as follows: 
 

- Textual sources for the study of Islam, co-authored with Jan Knappert. Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 1986. Reprinted University of Chicago Press, 1990. 
 

- The Qurʾan and its interpretative tradition. Aldershot: Variorum, 2001 
 



 
 

- (Editor), The Qurʾan: Style and Contents. Aldershot: Ashgate/Variorum, 2001 
 

- “Islam as seen from America: Information Technology and Islam,” Taquino, 2(2001), 27- 
42. 
 

- “The reception of Euro-American scholarship on the Qur’an and tafsīr: an overview,” 
Journal of Qur’anic Studies 14/1 (2012), 1-8. 
 

- “Contemporary scholarly understandings of Qurʾanic coherence,” Al-Bayan Journal of 
Qur’an and Hadith 11/2 (2013), 1-14. 
 

To know more about him, visit his homepage: http://web.uvic.ca/~arippin/  
 
Based on Rippin’s work, you will become familiar with the origin of Islamic texts (al-Qur' ān and 
al-Ḥadīth) and the influence of Muḥammad’s political and social identity in preaching his faith. 
You will find the smooth connection created by Rippin between classical theological schools of 
Islam and Muslims and non-Muslims contemporary feelings about Islam. Reading about medieval 
and modern visions of Islam help students to realise the significance of a so-called Islamic golden 
period  which is currently an illusion for Muslims. This textbook directs you towards understanding 
the influence of Islamic texts on shaping modern structure of the Muslim world.  
 
 
Supplementing the textbook 
 
Apart from the Rippin’s book, you will study some chapters from Carl W. Ernst’s and Abdullah 
Saeed’s books to get more information about early period of Islam.  
 
Besides these textbooks, you will be given other supplementary readings in this course book, as 
well as pointers to other resources in the library and online. Not all of these texts will say the same 
thing. There will be differences in emphasis and tone, to be sure: but sometimes you will come 
across outright differences of opinion and even disagreements. How is the student to sort these out? 
Who to believe, if anyone? Rippin, Daneshgar, or the author of a particular article? And how to 
present in a coherent way what one has learned? 
 
Sometimes you will find that in the Study Guide part of this course book, which goes through the 
course content lecture by lecture, I will advocate for one view or another. It would be silly of me 
not to admit that in those instances, I would very much like it if you left with the impression I gave 
you (and often that is just what I mean to convey, impressions or sensibilities of a certain kind, 
rather than absolute propositions or factual claims). But such is not always the case. In many 
instances, you will be left with multiple contending viewpoints and no final arbitration provided by 
your lecturer. This is as it should be: it is a crucial facet of academic study – certainly in the 
humanities – to learn to tolerate uncertainty and disagreement. In these instances, the lesson I would 
like you to take home is an awareness of the complexity of the issues involved and the need to 
recognize the presuppositions on each side, those in whose light even starkly opposing viewpoints 
may appear plausible to their proponents. 
 
This, incidentally, is one of those aspects in which taking this paper at 200-level (RELS 207) differs 
from taking it at 300-level (RELS 324). At the 200-level, it suffices in most cases merely to make 
note of the existence of alternate viewpoints, then move on. Simply reproducing the information 
that you have assimilated is enough, and when it comes to assessing the cautious/traditional 
consensus Rippin offers, it typically suffices to add to the viewpoints presented the prefix “The 



 
 
majority view is still that” or “Traditionally, commentators have said that”, etc. (In fact, inserting 
just those cautionary prefixes are what separates the course you’re taking from doing a similar 
paper at 100-level.) If, however, you are taking this paper as RELS 324, then you should take the 
supplementary readings somewhat more seriously. Take the time to reflect on what the differences 
in viewpoint and presentation tell about the complexities of Islam and the difficulties in 
generalizing about a world religion. 
 
In other words, by way of a quick and dirty rule of thumb, if you are taking this paper at 200-level, 
then it is perfectly okay to come out of it thinking (as well as saying) “Well, here’s the main story 
(although in each case I am sure there are complications)”. It is important, after all, to master a 
mainstream narrative before moving forward, and there is usually a reason why the mainstream 
interpretation has become the mainstream. But if you are taking this paper at 300-level, the 
preferred construction, and the one likelier to win you an excellent grade, is “Well, here’s the main 
story – but here’s a complicating factor: moreover, here’s why it matters”. In other words, at 300-
level, one can be expected to retain more of the grit, the grain, and the texture of the arguments 
being advanced – more of the complexities of the landscape. 
 
 
 
Bibliography and Further Reading 
 
In addition to the bibliography and further reading listed in Rippin, I also direct your attention to the 
following resources. 
 
The Study Guide includes references to Further Reading that you may choose to pursue if you wish 
to develop your knowledge and understanding of each subject area.  
 
As you may appreciate, every single lecture or teaching unit could easily be expanded into a paper 
of its own. Note, however, that none of these Further Readings need to be accessed in order to excel 
in the paper, except for what you may reference for the purposes of your research essays. The 
Further Reading lists are exactly that, pointers for those who remain curious and/or puzzled about 
certain questions even after assimilating what the textbook and course book have to offer between 
them. 
 
A further challenge is that much of the very best Western scholarship in Islamic Studies is not 
written in English at all but in other European languages: Dutch, German, French, Spanish, Italian, 
and so on. (To take only one example, there is the Berlin Corpus Coranicum project: 
http://koran.bbaw.de/.) Islamic Studies is a field that has so far proved fairly resistant to the 
homogenizing tendencies of Anglo-centric publishing. This of course is something to be celebrated! 
And if you have even the most rudimentary understanding of one or more of these languages of 
scholarship, I encourage you to use this ability to the fullest.  
 
An additional hurdle is that the vast majority of even the most important source texts – ones written 
originally in Arabic, Persian, Turkish, Urdu, Malay, etc. – have never been made available in 
reliable Western translations. About this nothing much can be done, unfortunately.  
 
Among the external resources that stand most readily at your fingertips, one of the important ones is 
Oxford Islamic Studies Online database. Its contents still vary broadly in scope and quality, but 
without a doubt both can only improve with the passage of time. Already as it stands, the OISO 
database is an impressive starting point, certainly for the purposes of a relative beginner like a 
student of RELS 207/324. Several other useful databases (online) are introduced at the end of this 
coursebook.  



 
 
 
The University also subscribes online to a number of scholarly journals such as Der Islam, Die Welt 
des Islams, the Journal of Islamic Studies, the Journal of Qur' anic Studies, The Muslim World, 
Arabica, Islamic Law and Society, Contemporary Islam, and the Journal of Muslim Minority 
Affairs. Although many of the articles contained therein are of a specialist character, they will be of 
use especially when you craft your research essay. These journals also give an idea about the great 
sophistication that has been reached in scholars’ treatment of individual and highly specific research 
questions, something that stands in stark contrast to the generalizing tendencies of many 
introductory books and courses. Other important journals are recommended as well:  Al-Bayan 
Journal of Qur’an and Hadith, Oriente Moderno, Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations, The 
Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies, Journal of Islamic Manuscripts, Journal of 
Islamic Science (belongs to the Centre of Islamic Sciences, Canada), American Journal of Islamic 
Social Sciences (AJISS), and Arab Law Quarterly.  
 
Perhaps the single most useful lesson these journals can convey to the layperson is the impression 
that every single century of Muslim history is of profound human interest and contains a wealth of 
cultural, social, political, economic, and religious activity, instead of just the formative period and 
modernity (the two extremes that tend to receive the most attention from generalists, for reasons 
that I assume are obvious).  
 
As for the rest, there are of course a vast wealth of discussion boards and websites devoted to all 
things Islamic. Harsh as this may seem, I advise you mostly to steer clear of these for the purposes 
of this paper. This is not because a lot couldn’t be learned from them – indeed, such websites can 
tell us immense amounts about how present-day Muslims (and in some case anti-Muslims) view 
various facets of Islam and about how they portray and debate them. Many of the people involved 
in these discussions can be enormously knowledgeable about their subject matter, and the way that, 
e.g., religious authorities are introduced into a particular debate can be informative to observe. 
 
However, because of the ever-present polemical aspect of such public discussions, the 
representations and judgements offered often tend to be sweeping and generalizing. And because 
online discussions typically neither invite footnoting of the claims being made nor tend to be 
conducive to cautious and measured statements (as opposed to brash, bold, and combative ones), it 
is often hard to find one’s footing when it comes to assessing the plausibility of a given discussant’s 
claims.  
 
Also, when it comes to Islam, similar to Christianity or any other world religion, online discussants 
frequently wish to speak in the name of all ‘orthodox’ Muslims (whatever that may be), or all 
Sunnis, and this informs the way they access and judge various historical figures, developments, 
practices, etc. Thus for instance Qurʾanic literalists denounce Sufis, Sufis denounce literalists, and 
so on, all in the name of what Islam in their eyes should and should not be. But just because it 
would be easy to get carried away with such blanket judgements, especially ones conveyed with a 
voice of authority, it is safer to refrain from using these fora as a resource for course work. With an 
academic text, you should at least be able to ascertain what the author’s credentials are and what the 
line of inquiry that brought her or him to the view that is being put forward.  
 
 
Study notes: Language 
 
One thing that will become amply evident from a cross-reading of even a handful of sources is that 
the transliteration of Arabic, Persian, and the other languages of Islam varies significantly (though 
not to a tremendous extent—you can probably work out the main differences pretty quickly if you 



 
 
apply yourself to the task). Do not become unduly stressed about the orthography of proper names 
or Arabic expressions, etc.; that would be wholly beside the point. Just see if you can identify 
certain frequently occurring names over their multiple instantiations – dates can be helpful here – so 
that for instance 'Alī Ibn Abī Ṭālib becomes identified as the fourth caliph often known simply as 
'Alī. And, although it is good for you develop a working passive knowledge of the most important 
proper names and subject terms in Arabic – that is, you should be able to recognize a name central 
to the Islamic tradition when you see it – don’t despair of not being able to reproduce these names 
at will. It’s a lot to absorb, and even professionals report to cheat sheets.  
 
At the same time, do not think that expressions would not matter! They matter a great deal. In fact, 
as we shall see many times over in the course of this paper, a great deal hinges on our ability to 
translate particular terms and expressions in ways that preserve at least something of the nuances of 
the original language(s) being evoked. There are those who say that a culture far removed from 
one’s own in either space or time or both cannot even be properly studied without mastering the 
original languages of that culture; those who say so, I am very much afraid, have a point.  
 
So where to direct one’s energies, assuming that one is not a native Arabic speaker? I have three 
suggestions: (1) Pay attention to how people write, and (2) pay attention to how you do. (3) Finally, 
yes, remembering that ḥadīth is the original Arabic word for ‘Prophetic tradition’ does count in 
your favour, so to the extent that you can, try to learn and memorize key terms where these are 
clearly of a technical nature. Proper names and dates count for less, outside of absolutely central 
ones such as 'Alī Ibn Abī Ṭālib or the year that Baghdad fell to the Mongols (1258 CE, for the 
record).   
 
At the end of this course book you will find a table of transliteration for both Arabic and Persian 
languages. Feel free to contact me if you have any question about the transliteration of Arabic, 
Persian and Malay-Indonesian terms.  
 
 
LIBRARY RESOURCES AND STUDENT SUPPORT:  
 
For information about library resources, including services offered to distance students, as well as 
sources of support offered to students, please again refer to our 'Essential Information' web page: 
 
http://www.otago.ac.nz/religion/courses/resources.html 
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YOUR ESSAY ASSIGNMENTS 
 
 
Because of the precise format of your essay assignments, I have included a document on 
Blackboard about my expectations for your essay work. Read through all the enclosed information 
very carefully, at the beginning of the semester, taking time to absorb its contents, so that you may 
get to work in an efficient and pleasurable manner, rather than go down dead-end avenues of 
investigation or end up otherwise frustrated. Then come back, and come often! I sincerely hope you 
will find the following guidelines helpful.  
 
If you have any questions at all about your assignment, please do not hesitate to contact me.  
 
Above all: Be timely with your work. Begin early; it is the only insurance you have against hurry, 
stress, and in the end inferior work (to say nothing of possible late penalties). The more effort you 
put in the early stages, the easier you will find everything; the later you are, the more difficult 
things become. Start Assignment One today. Look into starting on your readings for Assignment 
Two even before handing in Assignment One, just to get the topic brewing at the back of your 
mind. Things like this help, they really do.  
 
It should be pointed out that students should consider some pivotal factors in writing their essays 
which are seen at:  
http://www2.le.ac.uk/offices/ld/resources/writing/writing-resources/essay-terms 
 
  

 
 

Assignment One  
 
RELS207 essay outline (500 words) 5% 
REL324  essay outline (750 words) 10% 
 
For the first assignment students should choose one of the questions below as the topic for an essay 
on Islam. Students are not expected to adapt or replace the title of the essay. Any alteration to the 
title of the essay must be negotiated with the lecturers. This assignment covers historical aspects of 
Islam and needs your attention to Islamic primary sources (Qurʾān and Hadith). This assignment 
will help you to comprehend the significance of early period of Islam and its relationship with 
modern status of Islamic countries.  
 
1. Discuss how the Qur' ān highlights Allāh as the central theme.   
 
2. What is the status of the Dome of the Rock? Why is it so important for Muslims? 
 
3. Are there degrees of “being Muslim”? Discuss how the Traditionalists and the Murji'a differed on 
this question. 
 
4. Discuss the significance of the night journey of Muḥammad for Muslims. 
 
5. “The act of writing a tafsīr is an expression of individual piety on the part of the writer, but it 

also acts to enunciate each writer’s particular view of Islam and its relevance to his or her age.” 
(Andrew Rippin, Muslims). 
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Discuss the principles and uses of tafsīr in the history of Islam. 

 
6. How might we assess the reliability of early biography (sīra) of Muḥammad?   
 
 
In this assignment, your task is to choose one question and write a fully developed essay. I expect to 
read your own analytical argument rather than some descriptive notes. In preparing your essay, 
begin with the material in the course book, required readings (Rippin, Ernst and Saeed), and 
lectures. You should also use additional materials from the recommended readings and the journals 
and databases listed in this course book. In this semester, you will regularly receive some hints and 
guidelines on how to prepare your essay. You will also receive some essay samples that are really 
helpful. 
 
Note to RELS 324 students: Besides the added word length, you are expected to show greater 
overall methodological sophistication in your essay, and greater precision in your use of sources. 

 
 

Assignment Two  
 

RELS 207 essay (2500 words) 35% 
 
RELS 324 essay (3000 words) 40% 
 
Students should choose one of the questions below as the topic for the second assignment. Students 
are not expected to adapt or replace the title of the essay. Any alteration to the title of the essay 
must be negotiated with the lecturers. Hopefully, you are more familiar with questions of the 
second assignment. These questions are mostly related to intellectual and modern aspects of the 
Muslim world.  
 

1. How has the medieval view which divides the world into two arenas, i.e., dar al-Islam and 
dar al-harb, influenced the Euro-American view of Islam? 
 

2. Explain the relations between the Muslim schools of law. 
 

3. Highlight some differences between the theological doctrines of Sunnism and Shi‘ism. 
 

4. To what extent is there a relationship between the Greek and Islamic traditions of medicine?  
 

5. When and why did Sufism emerge as a force in Islam?  
 

6. Is there a place for polygamy in the modern world? Discuss how Traditionalists, Islamists 
and Modernists differ on the issue of multiple-wife marriages.  
 

7. Discuss the emergence and purpose of the scientific interpretation of the Qurʾān in the 
Muslim world.  
 

8. Discuss why the term Islamophobia has appeared in the world.  
 
 
 


