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Course description: 
 
The Mediterranean basin has witnessed the rise of a number of the world’s great civilizations 
and is the birthplace of some of today’s most prominent cultures, namely those that have 
developed around the religions of Judaism, Christianity and Islam. 
 
This course traces the emergence of Rabbinic Judaism and Christianity from their common 
roots in the Judaism of the Second Temple period, and the development of distinct cultures 
around these two religions. Much attention is paid to the influence of classical antiquity on 
both groups, as well as their influence on one another. The appearance and rapid expansion 
of Islam then completes the scene with the third major Mediterranean culture and cultural 
world. 
 
Organized into three distinct parts examining respectively the origins of the three major 
religions and cultures, mutual perceptions and interaction among these groups through the 
early modern period, the course introduces students very generally to notions of cultural 
organization, and more specifically to the mechanisms for generating group identity and the 
various forms of cross-cultural interaction. The methods and problems of social and cultural 
history are introduced, as are the tools of textual analysis and a critical engagement with 
primary cultural artifacts.  In short, the history of the distinct yet intertwined Mediterranean 
worlds not only offers many insights into the formation and nature of Western civilization, but 
also about the way we perceive others and ourselves.  It provides a model for examining the 
way human beings make sense of other human beings who live and think differently than they 
do. 
 
The course will be drawn to a close with a discussion of how the attitudes and forms of 
interaction of past centuries continue to be felt in today’s world, in the form of popular 
prejudices, anachronistic preconceptions, legacies of misunderstanding and distrust. 
 
 
Mode of assessment: 
 
The student’s overall grade for the course is based on a series of commentaries on the 
course readings, a paper and two tests, broken down as follows: 
 
commentaries on readings / class participation 20% 
paper      20% 
tests (two)               60% 
 
 



Required Reading: 
 
The Bible, preferably the Oxford University Press Study Bible. (We will be reading the books 
of Genesis, Ezekiel, Mark, John and 1 Corinthians). 
 
The Qur’an, preferably the Abdel Haleem translation, Oxford University Press. (We will be 
reading suras 1-4, 67 and 87). 
 
Augustine of Hippo, selections from The Confessions, Oxford University Press (Oxford 
World’s Classics), 1998 and The City of God, Penguin Books, 2003.  
 
The Song of Roland, Penguin Books, 1990. 
 
Moses ben Maimon (Maimonides), The Guide of the Perplexed (abridged edition), Hackett, 
1995. 
 
Averroes (Ibn Rashd), Decisive Treatise and Epistle Dedicatory, Brigham Young University 
Press, 2002. 
 
Hugh Goddard, A History of Christian-Muslim Relations, Edinburgh 2000. 
 
Daniel Goffman, The Ottoman Empire and Early Modern Europe, New York 2002. 
 
 
Course outline (Fall 2010): 
 
Week I (Sept. 8): Introduction to the course 
 a. Mediterranean cultures: Greek, Roman, Semitic – and their interaction 
 b. Sacred texts and ways of reading them 

c. Ancient Jewish society and its currents – from Exodus to exile to Herod the Great 
 
Week II (Sept. 10):  
 a. Jesus within the context of the Judaism of his day – the nature of Jesus’ worldview  

and message 
 b. The Spread of Christianity within the ancient world  
 
Week III (Sept. 15):  
 a. Reading New Testament texts 
 b. Attitudes of early Christianity to previous religions: Judaism and pagan religions –  

refusal and synthesis 
 
Week IV (Sept. 22):  

a. The formation of Christendom East and West: in the Roman context, in the  
Germanic context 

b. Pre-Islamic Arabia and the life of Muhammad 
 
Week V (Sept. 29):  

a. Discussion of readings: Augustine 
b. Reading the Qur’an 

 c. Islam: worldview, system of belief, religion 
 
Week VI (Oct. 6):  

a. The Spread of Islam: consensus and dissent in state formation 
b. Attitudes towards prior cultures: assimilation and synthesis in creating a Muslim  

identity 
c. Christendom and Islam: mutual perceptions 
d. Review for mid-term exam 

 



Week VII (Oct. 13):  
 a. Mid-Term Exam 
 b. Material exchange prior to the Crusades 
 
Week VIII (Oct. 20):  
 a. Jews in Baghdad 
 b. Jews in Spain 
 c. Jews in Europe 
 
Mid-Term Break 
 
Week IX (Nov. 3):  
 a. The Crusading movement 
 b. The Crusades (film, part 1) 
 
Week X (Nov. 10):  
 a. The Crusades (film, part 2) 

b. Jews in Europe revisited 
c. Cultural exchange 

 
Week XI (Nov. 17):  
 a. The Muslim world transformed 

b. The rise of the Ottoman Turks 
 
Week XII (Nov. 24):  
 a. Humanist views of Islam 
 b. Christendom transformed: Reformation and Counter-Reformation 
 c. The Ottoman Empire and Europe: polarization of conflict 
 
Week XIII (Dec. 1):  

a. European expansion and its effects on Christian-Muslim relations 
b. Technological progress in Europe and in the Muslim world 
c. Review for the Final Exam 

 
Final Exam: December 15 (to be confirmed) 
 



Weekly Reading Assignments (Fall 2010): 
 
Week I (Blackboard commentary to be posted by Sept. 15)  
The Bible: Genesis, chapters 1-3, 12-22; Ezekiel, chapters 1-7. 
Goddard: chapters 1, 2 
 
Week III (commentary to be posted by Sept. 22) 
The Bible: Mark, John, 1 Corinthians 
Goddard: chapters 3-4 
 
Week IV (commentary to be posted by Sept. 29) 
Augustine of Hippo, The Confessions, books 1, 7, 10; City of God, books 1, 11, 19 
The Qur’an, suras 87, 67 and 1-4 (in that order, please) 
 
Week V (commentary to be posted by Oct. 6) 
Listen to “In Our Time” audio file in “Course Documents” section of Blackboard 
The Song of Roland 
 
Week VII (commentary to be posted by Oct. 13) 
Goddard: chapter 5 
 
Mid-Term Break 
 
Week X (commentary to be posted by Nov. 10) 
Moses ben Maimon, The Guide of the Perplexed 
 
Week XI (commentary to be posted by Nov. 17) 
Ibn Rashd (Averroes), Decisive Treatise 
Goffman: chapters 1-3 
 
Week XII (commentary to be posted by Nov. 24) 
Goffman: chapters 4-6 
Goddard: chapters 6 
 
Week XIII (commentary to be posted by Dec. 1) 
Goffman: chapters 7-8 
 
 
 
 


