
My original proposal for the NEH summer institute in Barcelona centered on archival 

research into the role of translators as cultural facilitators between the different communities of 

the Western Mediterranean. However, as the institute developed, as I progressed through the 

seminar reading, attended lectures, participated in workshops, and interacted with fellow 

participants, I reoriented my project away from research and toward the development of 

pedagogical tools. As we found ourselves thrust back into the experience of being students in a 

seminar, with assigned readings and discussion sessions, my fellow participants and I often 

turned to the question of how we would translate this back to our own teaching responsibilities. 

Many of us had taught some iteration of a course on intercultural relations, and most felt that 

their version could benefit and improve from the Mediterranean “group mind” we were 

developing through our readings and discussions. Thus, over the course of the three weeks that I 

participated in the summer institute, and in the subsequent month, I developed two new syllabi: 

one for advanced undergraduates, one for a graduate seminar, both addressing questions related 

to intercultural exchange in the pre-Modern period. 

The first week of the institute was instrumental in inspiring the thematic and theoretical 

questions that I wanted to explore in my future courses. The different models of Mediterranean 

identity presented, such as the microregions of The Corrupting Sea, as well as the particular 

aspects of Mediterranean intercultural exchange, such as the secular pragmatism highlighted by 

the presenters, inspired much of the framework for the two courses I created. Although I had in 

my own work examined the communications patterns typical of the Mediterranean, the focus on 

what exactly defined the region and its culture was particularly relevant for my classes. I was 

particularly interested in developing or identifying theoretical models that would allow students 

to better organize their understanding of this complex subject matter, models that they could 

apply to similarly complex situations not only in the past, but in their contemporary world, as 

well.  

In addition, the institute theme of “Negotiating Identities” was especially relevant for the 

questions that I wished to address in my courses. For both courses, I wanted to use the 

Mediterranean as a stage for understanding patterns of exchange and communication between 

members of different cultures. I also wanted to explore the concept of identity and its role in 

determining people’s understanding of themselves and in determining their behavior with others. 

The high density of various religions, cultures, and ethnicities in the Mediterranean, their 



juxtaposition, constant interaction, and mutual influence make that region almost uniquely 

relevant for exploring the interplay of identity and exchange. The readings assigned and 

contributions by invited faculty within this theme, from Cecily Hilsdale’s work on gift culture to 

John Tolan’s contributions on legal interactions, were useful not only for framing the questions, 

but also for developing new matrices of analysis. Moreover, the participation of scholars from 

different fields, including history, art history, and literature provided material and perspectives 

that were highly complementary.  

The first course is designed as an elective course for advanced undergraduate students 

with minimum prior knowledge of medieval history, but no required specialty knowledge of 

intercultural relation in the Middle Ages. The course explores the historical roots of crusade and 

jihād within the broader context of medieval intercultural relations. Students examine how the 

three monotheistic faiths shared physical and social space in Europe and around the 

Mediterranean. They also work to understand how that sharing included a number of 

possibilities, from violence and warfare to trade and intellectual debate. My intention was that 

students would acquire a basic understanding of historical Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, and 

acquire broad, foundational knowledge of intercultural relations and the factors that influenced 

them in the Middle Ages. The course objectives were that by the end of the term, student would 

be able to: describe within a general framework the three Abrahamic religions and their shared 

histories; explain how cultural views of these religions have been constructed over time, often 

reflecting and reinforcing the position of the dominant religion; analyze the concepts of 

groupism and individuality in a religious environment, going beyond the stereotypes grossly 

applied to members of these religious and ethnic communities; discuss how interfaith relations in 

the past influence those in the present; and reflect on their own religious backgrounds and the 

religious diversity that surrounds them. 

I designed the second course as a graduate seminar, meeting once a week. The theme of 

the course was frontiers and identities. This course draws on interdisciplinary methods and 

sources ranging from historical narratives to material culture to explore how pre-modern 

societies communicated across zones of division. These zones could be geographical, at the 

limits of polities and spheres of influence, but they also could exist within societies, where 

religious, ethnic, and social minorities lived alongside an often dominant and exclusionary 

majority. Some divisions were experienced on a political and regional macro-scale, while others 



defined the daily lives of specific individuals. The course compares the creation and negotiation 

of differences in two distinct contexts: first, the medieval Mediterranean, primarily between 

Christians, Muslims, and Jews; and second, in early colonial America, between Europeans and 

Native Americans. Conflict, whether through violence or oppression, was a form of 

communication common in these regions, but one that did not preclude other forms of dialogue. 

Rather, frontiers functioned as cross-cultural zones of commercial and intellectual transfer. The 

course examines how societies and individuals developed and defined multi-faceted identities in 

these frontier contexts, and how identity was and is a process or event, rather than fixed and 

static. In this course, students examine the concept of boundaries in pre-modern societies, how 

those boundaries were defined, the effects of boundaries, and the extent to which they 

determined people’s daily lives. I chose monographs to help students understand that pre-modern 

society, like today’s, was variegated and diverse, and not simply the homogenous mass often 

depicted in popular culture. The course also helps students transfer concepts of intercultural 

communications and majority-minority relations from the pre-modern context to their own 

twenty-first-century lives, something that I try to tease out during seminar discussions.  

I am offering the graduate course at McGill University this fall semester, and will offer 

the undergraduate course this winter. Both courses benefit from and draw heavily on my 

participant in the NEH summer institute. In particular, my theoretical approach to Mediterranean 

studies has become more nuanced and complex thanks to my experience in Barcelona, something 

that has translated into two quality classes that I will continue to improve over the next few 

years.  For example, both courses compare multiple theoretical models or analytical approaches 

that we explored during the institute, offering students different perspectives and tools, and 

significantly improving on my previous, simpler versions of these courses. 
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