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 Introduction to Islam: Syllabus 
 
 
(1) Course Description 
 
Islam is one of the three major revealed religions originating in the Middle East. Like 
Judaism and Christianity, it is based on Scripture (Qur’an and Sunna) and a founding 
figure (the prophet Muhammad). Today, Islam is the faith of over a billion Muslims (as 
its adherents are called). Most Muslims live in South and Southeast Asia (Pakistan, India, 
and Indonesia); the majority of Middle Easterners, and many Africans, are Muslims. 
Over the 20th century, the Muslim minority in the United States grew to about 1 million.   
Until recently, awareness of Islam among the American public was minimal. After 
September 11, 2001, however, the political engagement of the United States in the 
Middle East made familiarity with Islam an urgent issue. For example, any educated 
American ought to know why there is such a powerful contemporary return to Islamic 
religiosity, what the difference between Sunni and Shi`i Muslims is, and how one should 
deal with the threat of Islamist terrorism. This course will introduce students to Islam in 
its many forms, and help them to gain a better understanding of this world religion in its 
contemporary Middle Eastern and global dimensions. 
 
 
(2) Course Objectives 
 
In this course, students will familiarize themselves with the three principal faces of Islam: 
(1) Classical Islam, as expressed in the Qur’an, the Sunna (ancestral religious custom), 
and the elaboration of Islamic Law; (2) Mystical Islam, represented by mystics (sufis), 
saints, and local congregations (tariqat); and (3) Reform Islam, the modern type of Islam 
in which mysticism is rejected, and a restructuring of contemporary society and politics 
according to religion is advocated. A fringe movement within Reform Islam is Islamism, 
the militant interpretation advocating terrorism and state formation. The course has a 
contemporary focus, concentrating on the relevance of Classical and Reform Islam in the 
public and academic discourse. 
 
In this course you will be able to learn 

•   what religion is and why it remains a force, in spite of the inroads of 
secularization 

•   what the principal differences are between Judaism, Christianity, and Islam 
•   how to differentiate among different forms of Islam being practiced today 
•   how Muslim women seek to overcome the Islamic tradition of misogyny 
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(3) Learning Outcomes 

•   Identify the key events which express/define change over time in a particular 
place or region. 

•   Explain how people have existed, acted and thought in particular historical 
periods. 

•   Formulate historical questions. 
 
 
(4) Course Requirements 
 
(a) Grading procedures. In order to pass this course you will have to write three short 
(four-page=1,000 words, double-spaced, 12-point Times New Roman) papers and take a 
final exam. The dates for the papers and exams are indicated in Section 4 of this Syllabus 
(Course Schedule). 
 
The relative weight of the requirements is 20+20+20 percent for the papers, and 40 
percent for the final exam. You will be graded according to the letter-grade scale (A 
through E). Detailed instructions concerning the papers and a study guide for the final 
exam will be posted on Canvas. 
 
(b) Reading assignments. There are four books assigned to this course; Andrew Rippin, 
Muslims: Their Religious Beliefs and Practices, 4th ed. (New York: Routledge, 2011); 
William Stoddart and and R.W.J. Austin, Outline of Sufism: The Essentials of Islamic 
Spirituality (Bloomington, Ind.: World Wisdom, 2012); Khaled Abou El Fadl, The Great 
Theft: Wrestling Islam from the Extremists (New York: Harper Collins, 2007), and 
William McCants, The ISIS Apocalypse: The History, Strategy, and Doomsday Vision of 
the Islamic State (New York: St. Martin's Press,2015). These books are available in the 
bookstore. In addition, chapters and articles assigned as special required readings are 
available on Canvas. Most of these chapters and articles are pdf’s, a few are contained in 
online books (Ebrary, EBSCOhost). You access the latter by looking up the author and 
title in the bibliography (Section 6 of this Syllabus) and typing the title into the search 
box of the Marriott Library catalogue website. 
 
(d) Class participation. If you want to be successful in this class it is not sufficient just to 
do the readings, submit the papers, and take the final exam. You will have to attend class 
regularly (required by University Regulations, 6-100-III-O) in order to follow the critical 
analysis of materials, digest these materials through oral participation, and develop a 
discriminating understanding of the diverse standpoints evolving from the class 
discussions. We will look at the religion of Islam in its many expressions in a climate of 
open intellectual inquiry and a free exchange of ideas.  
 
(e) Missing class. If you miss a paper deadline without prior excuse an E will be 
recorded. If you fall sick and are unable to notify the instructor, a doctor’s attestation is 
required. If you are absent for more than three class meetings, notification via phone, 
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email, or mail is required. I will keep attendance records. If you are absent for more than 
a total of five meetings in the course of the semester, your GPA in the course will be 
lowered by one grade.  
 
(f) Consultation.  This course will not be easy. It explores ideas, concepts, and patterns 
with which you might not be familiar and will require that you develop conceptual, 
methodological, and practical skills as well as maintain (or acquire) good study habits. It 
is possible that even though you are working hard some confusion and disorientation may 
remain. Please take every opportunity to talk to me. If your grade is low consultation with 
me is mandatory; I will ask you to come see us so that we can devise strategies for you to 
improve your performance. I will not allow extra work, in fairness to everyone else in 
class. 
 
(g) Contact me. Peter von Sivers, 311 CTIHB (Tanner Irish Bldg.), 1-8073, 
peter.vonsivers@utah.edu; office hours M 1:30-2:30 and by appointment. 
  
 
(5) Course Schedule and Reading Assignments 
 
Note: All readings are to be completed on the weekend prior to the week for which they 
are listed.  
 
Part I: Classical Islam – Qur’an, Sunna, and Islamic Law 
Week 1 – Jan. 11-15 – Islam: Basic Teachings 
      Rippin, chs. 1-3 
      Madigan (Canvas) 
Week 2 – Jan. 20-22 –  Islam: An Imperial Religion 
      Rippin, ch. 4 
      von Sivers (Canvas) 
Week 3 – Jan. 25-29 – The Formation of Sunni Islam 
      Rippin, ch. 5-7 
      Schacht (Canvas) 
Week 4 – Feb. 1-5  – The Challenge of Shi‘i Islam 
      Rippin, ch. 8 
      Halm (Canvas) 
Week 5 – Feb. 8-12  – The Sunni Synthesis and Its Challengers 
      Burell (Canvas)  
      Little (Canvas) 
 
     First Paper, Fri., Feb. 12, 11:59pm,   
     submission to Turnitin via Canvas 
 
Part II: Mystical Islam – Sufis, Saints, and Sufi Orders 
Week 6 – Feb. 17-19  –  Sufi Islam: Basic Beliefs 
      Rippin, chs. 9 and 11 
      Stoddart, Intro. and ch. 1 
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Week 7 – Feb. 22-26 – Sufi Orders in Islamic Civilization 
   Stoddart, ch. 2 
Week 8 – Feb. 29-Mar. 4 – Rumi and the Whirling Dervishes 
      Ergin (Canvas) 
Week 9 – Mar. 7-11 – Sufi Orders and Their Detractors 
   Stoddart, ch. 3 and Conclusion 
   Peskes (Canvas) 
   De Jong (Canvas)  
 
  Second Paper, Fri., Mar.11, 11:59pm,   

 submission to Turnitin via Canvas 
 
Week 10 – Mar. 14-18  –  Semester Break 
 
Part III: Reformed Islam – The Return to the Ancestors (salaf) 
Week 11 – Mar. 21-25  – Islam and the Challenge of Modernity  

  Abou El Fadl, pp. 1-94 
      Rippin, ch. 12     
Week 11 – Mar. 21-25 –  Islam in the Contemporary World 
      Abou El Fadl, pp. 95-179 
      Rippin, chs. 13-15 
Week 12 – Mar. 28-Apr. 1  –  The Iranian Revolution and Political Islam 
      Nasr (Canvas) 
   Nakash (Canvas)  
Week.13 – Apr. 4-8 –  The Struggle for Diversity: Women and Democracy 

Rippin, chs. 16-17 
      Barlas (Canvas) 
Week 14 – Apr. 11-15  –  Islam in the United States: African Americans and  

  Immigrants 
      Jackson (Ebrary), pp. 1-58 
      Smith (Ebsco Host), pp. 50-103 
Week 15 – Apr. 18-22   –  Islamic Terrorism: al-Qaeda and ISIS 
      McCants (Canvas) 
Week 16 – Apr. 25    – The Future: Arab Spring versus Islamist Backlashes 
 
     Third Paper, Fri ., Apr. 29, 11:59pm,  
     submission to Turnitin via Canvas 
 
Week 17 – May 3   –  Final Exam, 101 CTIHB, 10:30-12:30 
 
 
(6) Bibliography of Canvas Selections 
 
Barlas, Asma, “Women’s Readings of the Qur’an,” in McAuliffe, Jane Dammen, ed., The    
 Cambridge Companion to the Qur’an   (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,  
 2006), pp. 255-272; 
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Chittick, William C., The Sufi Doctrine of Rumi (Bloomington, Ind.: World Wisdom,  
 2005); 
De Jong, Frederick, “Opposition to Sufism in Twentieth-Century Egypt (1900-1970: A  
 Preliminary Survey ,” in De Jong, Frederick, and Bernd Radtke, eds., Islamic
 Mysticism Contested: Thirteen Centuries of Controversies and Polemics (Leiden:  
 Brill, 1999) p. 310-323;  
De Jong, Frederick, and Bernd Radtke, eds., Islamic Mysticism Contested: Thirteen  
 Centuries of Controversies and Polemics (Leiden: Brill, 1999) (Peskes, De Jong); 
Halm, Heinz, Shiism (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1991); 
Jackson, Sherman A., Islam and the Blackamerican: Looking toward the Third 
 Resurrection (Oxford: Oxfrod University Press, 2005), 1-58, available on ebrary 
Little, Don P., “Did Ibn Taymiyya Have a Screw Loose?” Studia Islamica, 41 (1975), 93- 
 111; 
Madigan, Daniel M., “Themes and Topics,” in McAuliffe, Jane Dammen, ed., The  
 Cambridge Companion to the Qur’an (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,  

2006), 79-96; 
Nakash, Yitzhak, Reaching for Power: The Shia in the Modern World (Princeton, N.J.:  
 Princeton University Press, 2006); 
Nasr, Vali, The Shia Revival: How Conflicts within Islam Will Shape the Future (New  
 York: Norton); 
Peskes, Esther, “The Wahhabiyya and Sufism in the Eighteenth Century,” in De Jong,  
 Frederick, and Bernd Radtke, eds., Islamic Mysticism Contested: Thirteen 
 Centuries of Controversies and Polemics (Leiden: Brill, 1999), 145- 
 161; 
Schacht, Joseph, “A Reevaluation of Islamic Traditions,” in Ibn Warraq, ed., The Quest  
 for the Historical Muhammad (Amherst, N.Y.: Prometheus, 2000), 358-367. 
 161; 
Smith, Jane I., Islam in America (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999), 50-
 103, available on EBSCOhost. 
 
 
(7) Official Notification 
 
(a) Disabilities. The University of Utah requires that the following paragraph be added to 
this syllabus: “The University of Utah seeks to provide equal access to its programs, 
services and activities for people with disabilities. If you will need 
accommodations in the class, reasonable prior notice needs to be given to the 
Center for Disability Services, 162 Union Building, 581-5020 (V/TDD). CDS 
will work with you and the instructor to make arrangements for 
accommodations” (www.hr.utah.edu/oeo/ada/guide/faculty/). 
 
(b) Accommodations Policy. The University of Utah requires that the following paragraph 
be added to this syllabus: “Some of the readings, lectures, films, or presentations in this 
course may include material that may conflict with the core beliefs of some students. 
Please review the syllabus carefully to see if the course is one that you are committed to 
taking. If you have a concern, please discuss it with me at your earliest convenience. For 
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more information, please consult the University of Utah’s Accommodations Policy, 
which appears at: 
www.admin.utah.edu/facdev/accommodations-policy.pdf.” 
 
(c) Academic Conduct. This course is covered by all applicable paragraphs of the 
University of Utah Regulations. Ignorance of the Regulations does not excuse you from 
their applicability, especially as far as plagiarism is concerned. Please review the relevant 
sections of 6-400, in the University Regulations so that you can be sure that your papers 
are in compliance. 
 
 


