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The purpose of this course is to inquire into the nature of the long and complicated 
relationship between Iran, Islam and the West. It will underscore the fact that there have 
been many “Islams,” “Irans” and many “Wests” and the nature of their relationship has 
sharply varied through the years. We will discuss sectarian developments within Islam, 
with special emphasis on Iran. We will also discuss, briefly, Western responses to Islam, 
particularly its early polemics by a discussion of how the Founding Fathers dealt with 
Islam, and with Muslims in America.  
 
In the first two decades of Islam’s advent in Iran, the main issue was whether Iranians 
will accept Islam, and how that acceptance will change their intellectual and political 
disposition towards the West. Since then, Iran, according to many scholars, has had a 
bifurcated identity, partially Islamic, partially Zoroastrian. Unpacking the complexities of 
this bifurcation and understanding its impact on Iran’s relationship to the West is one of 
the primary goals of the class. In the Middle Ages, Iran’s relationship with Islam and the 
West revolved around the question of power and domination. Since the Renaissance, 
accepting or rejecting modernity (with its rationalism, secularism and individualism) has 
been at the core of tensions in Iran’s relationship with the West. Since nineteenth century, 
the question of colonialism and an increasingly acrimonious politics of identity has 
clouded the horizon even more.  
 
Students are asked to read the following books:  
 
Bruce Lawrence, The Qur’an: A Biography (New York, 2006), ISBN: 9780802143440 
Denise A Spellberg, Thomas Jefferson’s Qur’an: Islam and the Founders (New York, 
2013), ISBN: 9780307268228 
Farhad Daftary, A History of Shi’I Islam (New York, 2013), ISBN, 9781780768410 
Lloyd Ridgeon, Religion and Politics in Modern Iran: A Reader ((London, 2005), ISBN:  
1845110722 
Sayyid Qutb, Milstones (London, 2007), ISBN:  978 0934905145 
 
 
A few chapters from my books, Eminent Persians and a couple of my short essays will be 
also required reading. Copies of the book are available at Green Library’s reserve desk 
and all such required readings will be available on Coursework. 



 
Each student is asked to write a research paper. Students should turn by the third week of 
class, a proposal, describing their topic. The proposal should be no more than a couple of 
pages.  
 
 
Papers are due on the last day of class. Late submissions of the paper, or the proposal will 
negatively impact the student’s grade.  
 
Here are the general contours of the lectures and the reading assignments. The outline of 
each lecture, along with key concepts and characters will be made available to students in 
hand-outs for each class and on coursework. Please note that the lectures are not a 
reiteration or the material in the readings but instead will provide context and texture to 
those texts. In other words, attendance is not voluntary! We have arranged the readings in 
a way that students will have less required readings in the last couple of weeks.  
 
Week One and Two: Iran, Islam and the West: Problems of Epistemology; Oriental and 
Occidental discourse: myth or reality; from Herodotus to Max Weber: on the differences 
between East and West; Iran’s early contacts with the West: Iran as the “Other;” Bible an 
Herodotus; questions of methodology: “Covering Islam and Iran” Orientalism, Nativism, 
and Orientalism in Reverse; Geertz and “thick description.” Nature of scholarship about 
Islam in the Muslim world; Socratic wonder, or colonial conquest? dearth of scholarship 
on the West in Iran and Islam; Early years of Islam and the impact of Christianity, 
Judaism, Zoroastrianism, and Hellenism on the development of Islamic thought; 
Augustine and the influences of Iranian ideas on Catholicism. Rise of Islam; life of 
Mohammad: the Historical and Hagiographical biographies; Mohammad, Qur’an and 
Hadith; sources of Quran and of Hadith; typology of hadiths; “problem of origins,” 
Principles of Islam; Sassanid Iran, Byzantine West and Islam; sects in Islam and their 
attitudes towards Hellenic culture: Mo’tazele and A’shari, Kalam and Philosophy and 
their attitude towards the West; Readings: Abbas Milani, “Zoroaster and the Ayatollahs,” 
and  “Introduction” and “Kafi is Kafi,” from Lost Wisdom, coursework); The Qur’an: A 
Biography, pp, 1-97; A History of Shiism, PP. 1-57;   
 
 
Week Three and Four: sectarian developments in early Islam: Sunnis, Shiites, early 
Western attitudes towards “Mahomettans,” and the Crusades and the advent of Oriental 
Studies in the West; Iran and Islam: the rise of Sufism; Sufism and their view of Tarigah, 
Hagigah, Sharia; Sufism and Christian mysticism and Kabala: confluence or conflict of 
ideas; spread of Islam through Sufi sects; views on politics and society; Sufism and 
Islamic orthodoxy; Ismailis, Assassins and the emerging role of Shiism, and Isamailis in 
the West;  Readings: Qur’an: A Biography;  98-216; A History of Shiism,  58-197; 
Religion and Politics in Modern Iran, 99-163 
 
Week Five: Rise of Shiism in Iran: rise of Safavid dynasty and emergence of Shiism; 
Ejtehad in Shiism; rise of clerical hierarchy in Shiism; Majlesi and Shiite theology; 
messianic ideas in Shii thought; Zervan to Zaman; Shiism as Iranian nationalism; Iran 



and the Ottomans; Iran’s alliance with the West; Iran in Western Imagination: From 
Mandeville to Shakespeare; travel writings of British, French diplomats; rise of 
apocalyptic Islam; Readings, Jefferson’s Quran, PP, 1-124, Religion and Politics in 
Modern Iran, 163-279;  
 
Week Six and Seven : Islam and the rise of Modernity: Western Perceptions of Islam, 
Iran’s relations with the West and with Ottomans: debates on the nature of modernity 
(tajadod) and Shiism’s compatibility with capitalism and democracy; century “Big 
Game” and Iran; Nasser-al-din Shah and journeys to the West; rise of Pan-Islamism; rise 
of Babi and Bahai faith: heresy, reformation or a new faith?; Naini and Nuri: the rise of 
“quietist” and “radical” Islam: Constitutionalism vs Mashrua’ in 1905; Khomeini and 
Velayat-e Fagih, Readings: chapters on Khomeini, Shariat-Madari, Kasravi, Kashani, and 
Khomeini in Eminent Persians (all available on coursework); Jefferson’s Quran, PP. 
125-270; Religion and Politics in Modern Iran, , 1-99, 163-197 
 
Week Eight: Iranian and Muslim Intellectuals, Islam and the West; the debate on the 
nature of Islam and Modernity in Iran: Ale-Ahmad and a new narrative on Islam, Iran, 
and clergy; Fardid and Heidegger and rejection of modernity in Iran;  reformist Shiite 
thinkers; Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt and Iran: Reading: Milestones, Religion and 
Politics in Modern Iran, 216-279;  
 
 
Week Nine and Ten: Islam, Iran, and Modernity: Prospects for the future: Ahmadinejad, 
Khamenei, Muslim Brotherhood and its influence in Iran: rise of populist Messianism; 
and my “Pious Populism,” articles on Moussavi, Montazeri;(available on Coursework);  
Jefferson’s Qur’an, PP 270-302 


