
Islamic World: Perceptions and Realities  

Instructor: Jeff Jones  
Office: 224a McIver 334-4068  
M 2:00-3:00; T 11:00-12:00; R 1:00-2:00  
Email: jwjones@uncg.edu  

The contemporary Islamic world is a vibrant, diverse, and fascinating entity with growing significance in the global 
economic and political realm. This course seeks to place the modern ―Islamic world,‖ which is admittedly a vague 
and greatly varied concept, in an historical content, with an emphasis on how people in the West perceive Islam as 
well as how Muslims see themselves. We will examine the Islamic world's history, politics, and society from the pint 
of view of those living it, trying to understand events as much as possible through their eyes and to thereby acquire 
a fuller understanding of this complicated and important topic. We will trace the roots of Islam to the era of the 
prophet Muhammad and chart the rise and fall of the early Islamic dynasties and the Ottoman Empire, but our 
primary focus will be on the history of several countries within the Islamic realm in the 20 th century.  

We will examine a number of key themes for the course:  

•  the Islamic world's relations with the West  

•  differences within Islam as well as within and between Islamic countries  

•  gender relations within the Islamic realm  

•  the Arab-Israeli conflict and its significance to the broader Islamic world  

•  the rise of modern terrorism in the Middle East  

Course Goals  

We will strive to achieve the following goals:  

 An understanding of the historical roots of Islam and of major developments in the early history of Islam 
and the contemporary Islamic world.  

 The creation of an atmosphere in which issues related to Islam can be freely and respectfully discussed 
in an online format.  

 The exploration of current scholarship on the Islamic world.  

 The realization that the study of history is not just the memorization of dates and facts but rather the 
interpretation of the past. 

 Obtaining the skills to critically appraise varying historical arguments and formulate our own 
interpretations.  

 Learning how to critically read and distinguish between different types of historical sources—to ―read 
between the lines‖ of different points of view and perspectives.  

Readings  

Approaching the Qur'an: The Early Revelations by Michael Sells  

Strangers in the House by Raja Shehadeh  

The Road to Mecca , Muhammad Asad  
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Reserve articles and online material designated below  

Optional titles: William Cleveland, A History of the Modern Middle East ;  

Charles Smith, Palestine and the Arab-Israeli Conflict ;  

John Esposito, What Everyone Needs to Know About Islam ;  

Bernard Lewis, What Went Wrong?  

Zoya's Struggle: An Afghan Woman's Struggle for Freedom by Zoya et. al.\  

The Kite Runner by Khaled Hosseini  

Azar Nafisi Reading Lolita in Tehran: A Memoir in Books 

Films  

―Zinat‖ (1994), an Iranian film directed by Ebrahim Mokhtari (available at Amazon) 

―Prisoner of the Mountains‖ (1997), a Russian film directed by Sergei Bodrov (available at Amazon) 

Course Web Page  

The course web page is at www.uncg.edu/~jwjones/islamicworld.The page has course readings, summaries of the 
notes, news reports, and other features relevant to the course and is linked to Blackboard.  

Course Activities  

Participation 60%  

3 papers 40% (2 worth 10% and a Final Paper worth 20%)  

Your 60% class participation grade consists of your participation in the online Discussion Board through 
Blackboard. You will be prompted for discussion every week; post 1-2 paragraph responses to the designated 
readings and the two Internet Assignments. Keep your posts short and to the point — succinct but weighty. DO 
NOT SUMMARIZE THE READING in the Discussion Board posts; relay your reaction to or opinion of the 
reading(s) for that unit and INCLUDE SPECIFIC EXAMPLES, REFERENCES, and ILLUSTRATIONS from the 
readings in your posts. When there are more than one discussion prompts in a unit, respond to each in separate 
paragraphs. Everyone should participate in minimum of 12 online discussions. Also, always remember that while 
you are free to state your opinions on the Discussion Board, you should always be respectful and tolerant of the 
opinions and views of others as well. 

Papers: There will also be two argumentative essays (3–4 pages double-spaced) corresponding to the topics 
listed in the Calendar and a Final Paper (5-6 pages double-spaced).  

Grading: Grades are compiled on a point system; for example, if you make 54.5 out of a possible 60 on 
participation, 17.5 out of a possible 20 on the first two papers, and 18.5 out of a possible 20 on the Final Paper, 
your final grade will be 54.5 + 17.5 +18.5 = 90 (A-).You can keep up with your grade over the course of the 
semester on Blackboard.  
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