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From the Atlas Mountains and the Sahara Desert in North Africa, to Mesopotamia and the
Arabian Sea in West Asia, the 22 countries of the Arab world not only cover an area of 13 million
square kilometers and a population of more than 400 million, but also present distinctive features
in language, literature and art. To understand the diversity of Arab culture has more and more
becoming a pressing task for university students who aspire to broaden their international horizons.

This course is divided into sixteen topics, each focusing on an important Arab city, like Sana'a,
Mecca, Dubai and Doha in the Arabian Peninsula, Damascus, Jerusalem and Baghdad in the
Fertile Crescent, Cairo and Tunis of Africa, and Cordova and Granada in the Iberian Peninsula.
For thousands of years, the Arab world has withessed the convergence of people and ideas and
manifested a superb level of architecture, literature and art in these Arab cities. Our course also
reveals the enduring binary stress between the natural and the man-made, the Bedouins and city-
dwellers, and seafaring and agricultural cultivation in the Arab world.
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After taking this course, students will gain an in-depth understanding of sixteen cities of the Arab world
and comprehend the traditional meaning of happiness of the Arabs. The development of the Arab world over
the past two thousand years has provided useful lessons for us to tackle urgent problems such as
globalization, war, disease, public health, migration, and the collision of religions and civilizations. This
course encourages students to use their knowledge of major and personal research interests to make
comparative observations of Arab urban development and to offer original insights.
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Course Contents (in Parts/Chapters/Sections/Weeks. Please notify name of instructor for course section(s), if
this is a team teaching or module course.)
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First week (2 hours): Colors of the Arabian Peninsula

Keywords: Sana'a

Description: Where is the Arab world? Who are the Arabs? The Arabian Peninsula is home to the Arabs. The
harsh natural conditions of the desert create a distinctive nomadic culture that is still visible to this day. Agriculture
and the spice trade that were once dominant in Yemen’s economy have also left their marks in the city of Sana'a.

Week 2 (2 hours): Arabia Petreae

Keywords: Petra

Description: Jordan, Southern Syria and the Northwest part of the Arabian Peninsula were once known by the
Classical writers as “Arabia Petreae (The Rocky Arabia).” Archaeological sites such as Petra and Mada’in Saleh bear
witness to the commercial activities of the Nabateans. In the third century A.D., an Arab Roman emperor emerged in
this region, as well as an Arab queen who rebelled against Roman rules.

Week 3 (2 hours): A Tale of Two Cities

Keywords: Mecca and Medina

Description: In 622 A.D., the Prophet Muhammad migrated from Mecca to Medina, marking the beginning of
the Islamic era. Islam is regarded as the third monotheism after Judaism and Christianity and retains some
characteristics of the peninsula's pagan past. Mecca's Ka’aba and Medina's Prophet's Mosque, their architectural
styles reflect the compatibility and individuality of Islam.

Week 4 (2 hours): Murals of Heaven

Keywords: Damascus

Description: After the death of the Prophet, Arab troops continued their conquest out of the peninsula. A former
Meccan nobleman Muawiya established the hereditary Umayyad dynasty, with its capital of Damascus. This ancient
city, once praised by the Prophet as heaven, was an entrepot on the spice road and later witnessed the blending of
Arab and Byzantine cultures. Mosaic murals of the Umayyad Mosque are reminiscent of the description of heaven in
the Quran.

Week 5 (2 hours): Desert Palaces

Keywords: Palmyra

Description: Muawiya's wife, Maysun, came from a nomadic Arab Christian tribe and used to living in Palmyra.
This not only allowed her to escape from the plagues that often occurred in the cities, but also let her son Yazid to
learn horseback riding and pure Arabic from the Bedouins. Several caliphs in late Umayyad dynasty spent most of
their time in magnificent desert palaces in what is now Jordan, Palestine and Syria.

Week 6 (2 hours): Garrison Cities

Keywords: Kufa and Basra

Description: The Arab armies built garrison cities during their conquests outside of the peninsular, lest they mix
with the locals. The most famous of them are Kufa and Basra in nowadays Iraq. Different tribes from the northern
and southern parts of the peninsula migrated to Kufa and Basra, making the two cities compete with each other in
fields such as hadith, grammar, linguistics, genealogy, Islamic law and so on.

Week 7 (2 hours): The Capital

Keywords: Baghdad

Description: Baghdad owes its eternal fame to the “One Thousand and One Nights." It was built in 762 as the
Abbasid capital on the banks of the Tigris river. This round city witnessed the heyday of the Persian-influenced
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Abbasid caliphs and remains one of the proudest memories of the Arabs. In 1258, the Mongols captured Baghdad and
put an end to the Abbasid dynasty.

Week 8 (2 hours): Strangers

Keywords: Fustat

Description: The vastness of the Arab Empire, the unity of language and religion, made long-distance travels
possible. During the caliphate's heyday in Baghdad, talents from all over the empire gathered and, judging by their
nisbah-names, still carried the memories of their hometowns wherever they went. The slave soldier (mamluk) system
introduced by the Abbasids left its imprint in the city of Fustat, as the local leader 1bn Tulun, a former slave of the
caliph Ma’mun, built a mosque that bears many architectural characteristics of the buildings in Baghdad and Samarra.

Week 9 (2 hours): Andalusia

Keywords: Cordova and Granada

Description: A descendent of the Umayyad royal family fled to Spain in 755 and founded the Umayyad Emirate
of Cordoba. He converted in 786 a Christian church into la Mezquita of Cordoba. In 1236, la Mezquita was
converted again into a Catholic church. Granada, the last stronghold of Spanish Muslims, was captured by the
Christian kings in 1492, and the elaborate Alhambra palace was well preserved to this day.

Week 10 (2 hours): Maghreb

Keywords: Tunisia, Fez and Marrakech

Description: In Arabic “maghreb” means the place of sunset. As the westernmost part of the Islamic world, the
Maghreb region is the entrepot of Arab and Berber cultures. The 14th-century Tunisian scholar Ibn Khaldun, who
once praised the group solidarity of the Maghreb nomadic tribes, constructed his cyclical theory of history after a
long travel of seeking knowledge and fame.

Week 11 (2 hours): Sicily

Keywords: Palermo

Description: Arab Muslims ruled Sicily from 902 to 1091. In 1138, King Roger Il of Sicily asked a geographer
from Maghreb to create a world map. In 1140, Maghreb architects built for him the Capella Palatina, which blends
Byzantine, Arab and Norman architectural and ornamental styles.

Week 12 (2 hours): Crusaders

Keywords: Jerusalem

Description: The Norman conquest of Sicily and the Castilian Reconquista to recover lost land in Cordoba and
Seville can be seen as the Christian world's response to the once rapidly expanding and then declining Islamic
powers. In 1095, at the Council of Clermont, the Pope declared the first crusader war to capture Jerusalem, one of the
three holy cities of Christianity. At the end of the Second Crusader War, Saladin, a Muslim leader of Kurdish origin,
retook the holy city.

Week 13 (2 hours): The Slave Dynasty

Keywords: Cairo

Description: The Mamluks replaced Saladin’s Ayyubid dynasty and drove the crusaders out of the Islamic world
completely. They also defeated the Mongols and destroyed their plan to conquer Egypt. The rulers were slave soldiers
so that their ruling could not be hereditary. The Mamluks were not only competent soldiers, but also patrons of art
and urban construction.

Week 14 (2 hours): The Castle

Keywords: Aleppo

Description: Aleppo, which has been badly damaged in Syria’s civil war in recent years, was one of the three
Arab provinces of the Ottoman Turkish Empire. Shakespeare in the 16th century described Aleppo in his plays.
Aleppo was ruled directly by the Turks, and was the largest trading center in the Near East. Its castle is easy to defend
and is said to have only been captured once—by Timur in 1401.
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Week 15 (2 hours): Colonialism

Keywords: Beirut

Description: Beirut means "the city of many wells". The American University of Beirut, founded by American
protestants in the 19" century, was ranked the top university in the Arab region in the 2018 QS World University
Rankings. After World War I, Britain and France divided the Arab territories of the Ottoman Turkish Empire, and
Lebanon was occupied by France. The Beirut Explosion and the locals’ attitude towards Macron in August this year
still gives a glimpse of the lingering phantom of colonialism in Lebanon.

Week 16 (2 hours): Tradition and Modernity

Keywords: Dubai and Doha

Description: In 1932, oil was first discovered in Bahrain in the Arabian Peninsula. Over the past hundred years,
the wealth of the Gulf countries has made Dubai, Riyadh, Doha and other cities famous in the world. While Dubai's
Burj khalifa or Doha's Museum of Islamic Art represent the peninsula’s face of modernity, the Arabs are still proud
of their poetry, camel racing and other enduring traditions.
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Final assessment content:

1. Final assessment: all registered students are to hand in a final report at the length of about 2500 to 3000
words. Students should discuss their choice of topics with the teacher after the eighth week. Excellent final reports
need to reflect the author’s unique view of the Arab culture as well as his familiarity with the content of the course,
his clear logic, wording and adherence to academic norms. Plagiarism is strictly prohibited.

2. If the students missed more than 50% of the classes, he will not be allowed to hand in the final report and his
final grade will be 0 points.
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1. The Cambridge lllustrated History of the Islamic World, eds. Francis Robinson, Ira M. Lapidus (Cambridge:
Cambridge UP, 1999).
2. Robin Doak, Empire of the Islamic World, revised ed. (New York: Chelsea House, 2010).
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1995).
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