
Project: Confessional Identity in the Medieval Mediterranean From the Origins of Islam to 1250:  

A New Syllabus 

 When I began my fellowship at the NEH Summer Institute, I came with what I now realize were 

several at least partly misconceived notions about Christian, Muslim, Jewish relations in medieval Iberia 

and the medieval Mediterranean.  I had been teaching the history of these three groups for a year already, 

and being more expert on their relations in the Near East, it was there that I had concentrated my course.  

As a result of the rhetoric so often found in the modern media, I wanted to expose my students to what 

relations were like between Christians, Muslims, and Jews in regions of the world specifically under the 

political control of people who identified as Muslim.  It was already obvious to me that while not 

constantly peaceful, such were relations were neither characterized by hatred and violence from one 

moment to the next. 

 As I knew less about medieval Iberia, but was inclined to offer a narrative to my students in 

opposition to what I felt they so often found in the news, I opted for a book on the subject that painted a 

picture of a high degree of tolerance between these groups in the Iberia.  As I read into that book, I 

realized that something was missing from it, and that relations between these three groups were perhaps 

not as rosy as the author has suggested.  I was unsure, however, of what was lacking the picture being 

presented.  This feeling was not satisfied by reading through the other literature on the subject, and the 

standard narratives have tended toward black and white categorizations, and to situate those relations in 

contemporary idiom, often less applicable to the time period, and I continued to feel that the various 

theories of Christian, Muslim, Jewish relations in medieval Iberia were inadequate to explaining the 

complexities found there.  Being one of the few in my department who focuses on the Medieval 

Mediterranean, my hopes for the NEH Summer Seminar were that I would find other scholars with whom 

to communicate on what life was like in medieval Iberia for Christians, Muslims, and Jews, and that I 

would gain further suggestions for how I could improve on what I already thought was an outstanding 

course on this issue.   



 I have to say, the summer seminar more than exceeded my expectations, and has resulted in a 

major overhaul of my syllabus.  Not only did I profit from the regular lectures, readings, and discussions 

in which we as a group engaged, but the opportunity to visit shared interreligious sites in Spain 

transported me intellectually to places of which I had not previously conceived, and brought me new 

material to present to my students in class.  Professor Catlos’ lectures on the means by which these groups 

navigated each other were a refreshing look at an old problem, and the multi-tiered approach he takes to 

explain how, why and when relations soured or flourished was highly stimulating.  Meanwhile, Professor 

Kinoshita’s use of the literary traditions opened up a new way of engaging history students in some of the 

fundamental questions I have tried to encourage them to ask in my course, such as when and how 

members of one confessional identity worked in the employ of members of another confessional identity, 

and under what conditions those identities were mitigated by other factors.   

I am painfully aware of how difficult it was to come to a greater understanding of these and other 

issues outside of the context of such a seminar, and the opportunities to collaborate both formally and 

informally on future research projects as well as pedagogical approaches was greatly appreciated. 
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Course Description 



This course will survey relations between Christians, Muslims, and Jews in the Pre-Modern period, 
specifically in areas under the political control of people identifying as Muslims.  In particular, we will 
focus on points of peace and conflict in Late Antiquity in the eastern Mediterranean and early Medieval 
Iberia, as well as important intellectual and cultural exchanges that took place among these three groups.  
There will be a strong emphasis on relations in the early history of these three groups’ interactions. 
 
Course Goals 
In this course you will: 

• Gain an appreciation for the complex relationship Christians, Muslims, and Jews had with each 
other under Islamic rule 

• Gain a better understanding of the three Abrahamic religions and some of their similarities 
through close engagement with primary source texts produced by members of those faith 
traditions. 

• Improve your critical thinking and writing skills. 
 
 
General Education Student Learning Outcomes to be assessed in 2nd Essay 
1) Students demonstrate knowledge of history and awareness of the historical experience. 
2) Students situate primary historical records in their context and use sources to construct historical 
arguments.  
 
Required Texts and Multimedia Tools 
There are three primary source texts and two secondary source texts required for this class. A number of 
other texts will be placed on OAKS.  Further electronic and non-electronic resources relevant to this 
course are listed at the end of the syllabus. 
 
Noble, Sam, and Treiger, Alexander (eds.), The Orthodox Church in the Arab World (hereafter OCAW), 

700 - 1700: An Anthology of Sources (Northern Illinois Press, 2014). 
 
Song of Roland, trans. Dorothy Sayers, (Penguin, 1957). 
The Poem of the Cid: Dual Language Edition, trans. Rita Hamilton and Janet Perry (Penguin, 1985). 
 
Griffith, Sydney, The Church in the Shadow of the Mosque: Christians and Muslims in the World of 

Islam (Princeton, 2010). 
 
Catlos, Brian, Infidels, Kings, and Unholy Warriors: Faith, Power, and Violence in the Age of Crusade 

and Jihad (FSG, 2014). 
 
http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/ht/?period=06&region=wae#/Overview 
 
http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/ht/?period=07&region=eusi 
 
 
Grading 



Attendance will be taken each class; after four unexcused absences, the student’s grade will begin to be 
affected; you will lose 50% of your participation grade for each absence after four.  Use of a mobile 
phone in class will count as one unexcused absence. 
 
Class Participation          10% 
Field Trip or Optional Essay        10% 
Map Quiz          10% 
Mid-Term          20% 
First Paper          10% 
Second Paper          20% 
Final Exam          20% 
 
Grading Scale: 
A= 93-100; A-=90-92; B+=87-89; B=83-86; B-=80-82; C+=77-79; C=70-76; D=60-69; F=<60 
 
 
Email 
I check my email once a day, Monday-Friday. Your email receives priority, and I will respond to your 
email as soon as possible. However, because of the volume of email that I receive on a daily basis, expect 
to wait approximately 24-48 hours for a response, excluding weekends (i.e. if you send me an email on 
Friday, you might not receive a response until 5 Monday or Tuesday). I do not conduct conversations or 
academic advising over email. Email is very useful for simple matters such as making appointments if 
you cannot attend regular office hours, and informing me of absences/emergencies. However, if you need 
to discuss your work, your projects, your grades, or anything else of importance, you should do so during 
office hours. Please refrain from emailing me to ask for information that is already contained in the 
syllabus. 
 
 
 
Accommodations 
The College will make reasonable accommodations for persons with documented disabilities. Students 
should apply at the Center for Disability Services / SNAP, located on the first floor of the Lightsey 
Center, Suite 104. Students approved for accommodations are responsibility for notifying me, during my 
office hours, as soon as possible and for contacting me one week before accommodation is needed.  
 
Field Trip or Optional Essay 
A few blocks from here is the second oldest synagogue building in the United States, the original 
community of which was an Orthodox Sephardic one; the community today practices Reform Judaism.  
The building contains a small museum, and presents us with a unique opportunity to experience first-hand 
Sephardic traditions, which we are studying.  The field trip will occur during class time, and so you 
should have no trouble attending.  If you cannot manage the tour, you can write a short optional essay I 
will assign you. 
 
First Essay 



Your first essay will focus on a topic from the first half of the semester, and you must answer the essay 
question provided.  Essays should be double-spaced, and between 800-1000 words in length, which is 
around 3 pages if you are using Times 12p font.  If using Microsoft Word, use the Word Count feature to 
check your work.  Footnotes or endnotes must be included in the Word Count, and you need to supply a 
bibliography, although the bibliography does not count as part of the word count.  If you prefer to use in-
text citations, that is fine, although you must remember to cite page numbers or offer a simple way for a 
reader of your paper to check your reference.  All essays should be submitted electronically through 
OAKS by the deadline.  Late essays will be docked one letter grade per day late. 
 
You will be given a choice of one of two or three thesis statements for the paper, around one of which I 
expect the paper to be constructed.  All papers must be thesis-driven, clear, and well-organized. 
 
Second Essay 
Your second essay must be no more than 800 words, and you will have more freedom to construct your 
own thesis statement, but I will supply several suggestions.  
 
Mid-Term Exam 
The mid-term exam will cover material for the first half of our semester, and will include a map 
component, i.d. terms, chronology section, and short-answer questions.   
 
Final Exam 
The final exam will largely cover material from the second half of the semester.  As in the mid-term, it 
will include a mapping component, id terms, and short-answer questions.  The final, however, will also 
contain an essay section. 
 
Extra Credit Opportunities 
There is in Charleston a Greek Orthodox Church and community and a Muslim Mosque.  Visiting either 
of these and writing a short paper about it will be offered as extra credit.  I will give you further details 
about these in class. 
 
Academic Dishonesty 
The academic honor code forbids lying, cheating, and plagiarism. Plagiarism is defined as 
presenting the work of others as your own and copying sources without citation. Plagiarism or 
cheating on an exam will result in an XF grade for the course. Students can find the complete 
Honor Code and all related processes in the Student Handbook 
at http://studentaffairs.cofc.edu/honor- system/studenthandbook/index.php 
The American Historical Association’s information on plagiarism, can be found at 
http://www.historians.org/pubs/Free/ProfessionalStandards.cfm 
 
 
Course Schedule 
Most classes will be in the form of lecture with time built in for question and answer.  An asterisk by the 
date indicates a quiz, paper, or exam date. 
 
August 26 – Syllabus and Introduction to Jewish, Christian, Muslim Relations 



 
 
August 31 - Abraham before Muhammad: Setting the Scene 
Primary 
Book of Genesis, chs. 1-32, Book of Exodus 1-20. 
 
Secondary 
Douglas, Mary, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and Taboo (Routledge, 2002), 

chapter 3, ‘The Abominations of Leviticus’, pp. 42-58 (On OAKS).  
 
 
September 2 - Christians in the Near East before Islam 
Primary 
Gospel of John 
 
Secondary 
Catlos, Introduction: “The Mediterranean World,” pp. 3-12. 
 
 
September 7 - Pastoral Life and Pre-Islamic Arabia 
Secondary 
Hoyland, Robert G., ‘Religion’ in idem., Arabia and the Arabs: from the Bronze Age to the coming of 

Islam (Routledge, 2001) (On OAKS). 
Millar, Fergus, 'Hagar, Ishmael, Josephus, and the Origins of Islam', Journal of Jewish Studies, 44 (1993), 

pp. 23-45 (On OAKS). 
 
 
September 9* - ‘Arab Conquests’ or ‘Islamic Invasions’? The Arrival of a New Order or Business as 

Usual? (Map Quiz) 
Primary 
The Qur’an: Surahs 1, 3-5, 7, 10-12, 14-15, 19-23, 30, 49, 58-61, 70, 74, 106-14. 
 
Secondary 
Donner, Fred, 'From Believers to Muslims: Confessional Self-Identity in the Early Islamic Community', 

Al-Abhath, 50-51 (2002-03), pp. 9-53 (first half only) (On OAKS). 
 
 
September 14 - The “People of the Book” under earliest Arab Rule 
Primary 
Pact of Umar, found online at: www.fordham.edu/halsall/source/pact-umar.asp 
Constitution of Medina, at: http://www.constitution.org/cons/medina/con_medina.htm 
The Qur’an, Suras 2, and 98 in their entirety, but also see 29:46-47, 33:26, 57:29, and 59:2-15.  
 
Secondary 



Griffith, Sidney, Church in the Shadow, pp. 1-22 
 
 
September 16 - Earliest Christian and Jewish Intellectual Responses to Islam in the Near East 
Primary 
OCAW, pp. 40-59 
 
Secondary 
Griffith, Sidney, Church in the Shadow, pp. 23-44 
 
 
September 21 - Christian Theology in Arabic 
Primary 
OCAW, pp. 60-89 
 
Secondary 
Griffith, Sidney, Church in the Shadow, pp. 45-74 
 
 
September 23 - Dialogue with ‘Others’ in the Near East 
Primary 
OCAW, pp. 90-111 
 
Secondary 
Griffith, Sidney, Church in the Shadow, pp. 75-105 
 
 
September 28 - Translations, Philosophy, and Translations of Philosophy 
Primary 
OCAW, pp. 126-159 
 
Secondary 
Griffith, Sidney, Church in the Shadow, pp. 106-28 
 
 
September 30 - Christian and Jewish Identities under a Delineated Islam 
Primary 
OCAW, pp. 112-35 
 
Secondary 
Griffith, Sidney, Church in the Shadow, pp. 129-55;  
 
 
October 5 - Convivencia in the East? 



Primary 
OCAW, pp. 216-34 
 
Secondary 
Griffith, Sidney, Church in the Shadow, pp. 156-79 
 
 
October 7* - Upsetting the Apple Cart? Enter the Turks and the Crusaders (First Paper Due) 
Secondary 
Riley-Smith, Jonathan, ‘Crusading and Islam’ and ‘Conclusions’ in idem., The Crusades, Christianity, 
and Islam (Columbia University Press, 2008), pp. 63-80 (On OAKS). 
 
 
October 12 – Field Trip to Beth Elohim Synagogue 
Readings TBD. 
 
 
October 14* - Mid-Term 
 
 
October 19 - Al-Andalus: Another ‘New Order’ 
Primary 
Constable, Olivia R., Medieval Iberia, pp. 53-60, 81-90 (On OAKS). 
 
Secondary 
Menocal, Maria Rosa, Ornament of the World, ch. 1, pp. 1-13 (On OAKS). 
 
 
October 21 – Córdoba: A New Center of a New World 
Primary 
Extract from Song of Roland 
 
Secondary 
Menocal, Maria Rosa, Ornament of the World, ch. 2, pp. 17-49 (On OAKS). 
 
 
October 26 – Cultural Flourishing amidst Disintegrating Chaos: The End of the Caliphate in Al-Andalus  
Primary 
Extract from Song of Roland 
 
Secondary 
Catlos, ch. 1: “An Ornament Tarnished,” pp. 15-43. 
 
October 28 - Sepharad or Al-Andalus: A ‘Golden Age’ for Judaism in Iberia? 



(Samuel the Najid, Hasdai ibn Shaprut) 
Primary 
Extract from Song of Roland 
 
Secondary 
Catlos, ch. 2: “The Rules of the Game,” pp. 44-68. 
 
 
November 2 - Reconquista or Conquest? The “Christian” Takeover of Iberia 
Primary 
Extract from The Poem of the Cid 
 
Secondary 
Catlos, ch. 3: “The Cid Rides Again,” pp. 69-97. 
 
 
November 4 - Jewish, Christian, Muslim relations in Al-Andalus: Mutual Intelligibility and Convenience 
Primary 
Extract from The Poem of the Cid 
 
Secondary 
Catlos, ch. 4: “Rodrigo Diaz, Taifa King of Valencia,” pp. 98-125. 
 
 
November 9 - A Christian attack, a Muslim Riposte and The End of Abrahamic Compatibility and 

Mutual Intelligibility? 
Primary 
Extract from The Poem of the Cid 
 
Secondary 
Catlos, ch. 7: “After the Messiah,” pp. 183-212. 
 
 
November 11 – TBA 
Primary 
Extract from The Poem of the Cid 
 
Secondary 
Catlos, ch. 8: “Traitors and Spies,” pp. 213-39. 
 
 
November 16 - TBA 
Primary 
TBA 



 
Secondary 
Catlos, ch. 9: “A Heavenly Kingdom?” pp. 241-73. 
 
 
November 18 – Jerusalem 
Secondary 
Catlos, ch. 10: “Jerusalem Restored” pp. 275-305. 
 
 
December 7 – Conclusions and Final Exam Preparations 
Secondary 
Catlos, Epilogue and Afterword, pp. 307-324. 
 
 
December 14 – Final Exam. Section 15:  
 


