
The Qur'an 
CAS RN 340, GRS RN 640, STH TX 853 

Prof. Kecia Ali 
Fall 2016 

 
MWF 12-1, 145 Bay State Rd. #404 (Religion Department Seminar Room) 

 
Course description 

 
This course introduces students to the sacred book of one fifth of the world’s population. 

Muslim scholars deem the Qur’an inimitable and its recitation can bring the faithful to tears. At 

the same time some non-Muslim readers find it disjointed, repetitive, and hardly inspiring of 

sublime religious sentiment. This course will explore the textual, exegetical, and experiential 

dimensions of the Qur'an. By the end of the semester, students should understand:  

• critical recent and traditional Muslim accounts of the compilation of the Qur’an; 
• the importance of recitation in Muslim experiences of scripture; 
• Qur’anic perspectives on themes including God’s Oneness, creation, and judgment;  
• ideas about prophecy and the relationship between Muhammad and biblical prophets;  
• Qur’anic teachings on jihad and relations with non-Muslims, as interpreted by various 

exegetes, ancient, medieval, and modern;  
• and the spectrum of interpretations of crucial verses relating to women and the family 

 
Contact details and office hour policies 
 
Office: 145 Bay State Rd #402; phone: 617-353-4465; email: ka@bu.edu 
 
Email is generally the best way to reach me outside of class. I typically respond within 24-48 
hours. Before you email with a question: 
 

1) check the syllabus and course website to see if the information is already there 
2) consult Laura Portwood-Stacer’s basic guide “How to email your professor”  
3)  for significant substantive queries, plan to come to office hours  

 
Office hours:  Monday 8:15-9:45 by appointment  

Wednesday 1-2:30 drop-in  
 

Wednesday office hours are first-come, first served. They are suitable for general queries and 
short discussions. If you think you will require more than fifteen minutes, please make an 
appointment. You are welcome to call in during this period. I will answer the phone if I am not 
with another student. If I do not answer, you may leave a message or, better yet, email me giving 
your name and number and stating that you just tried to call. (This sort of message is an 
exception to the second and third email protocols described above, though a respectful salutation 
never goes amiss.) I will return calls if and when there is a break in the action. 
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Monday appointments must be requested by 3 pm the previous Friday, but can be scheduled 
weeks in advance. There is no appointment until you have received confirmation. Please indicate 
how long you think you will need. 

 
I will likely schedule additional drop-in office hours as appropriate during the semester and 
announce them in class and on the course Blackboard site. If you cannot make regular office 
hour times, we can schedule another time. Phone appointments can be scheduled just like in-
person appointments. 
 
Accessibility: My fourth-floor office can be reached through an elevator in 143 Bay State Rd, 
which has a wheelchair ramp entrance on Bay State Rd. Take the elevator to the fourth floor and 
come through the door separating 143/145 BSR. There is a smaller, non-wheelchair accessible 
elevator from 147 Bay State Rd; getting between 145/147 BSR requires navigating a few steps. 
If you require other accommodations, please let me know. 
 
Reading and listening assignments 
 
It is vital that you come to class having read the assigned texts, as classroom lectures and 
discussions will build on this material, not repeat it.  
 
Bring your Qur'an to each class session.  
 
The following books are available for purchase and on reserve or available as electronic 
resources at Mugar library: 
 
The Qur’an, trans. MAS Abdul-Haleem, English or English-Arabic edition (Oxford)  
Hamid Algar - Surat Al-Fatiha, 1998 (Islamic Mi) 
Fazlur Rahman - Major Themes of the Qur'an, 2nd ed. 1989 (Bib Islam)  
Michael Sells - Approaching the Qur'an, any edition 
Amina Wadud – Qur'an and Woman, 1999 (Oxford)  
 
Occasional supplementary readings are posted on Blackboard and/or available as online library 
resources. 
 
For assigned books, you may seek out used editions (several of these titles should be widely 
available), purchase them from alternate sources, or use library reserves. Whether you work from 
your own copy or a library copy, be sure to take good notes. Supplementary readings are 
available on Blackboard or through BU Library’s electronic resources. If you find that the cost of 
texts and/or printing is prohibitive for you, please let me know. 
 
A word about Qur’ans: Though knowledge of Arabic is in no way a prerequisite for this course, 
those who can read it are encouraged to consult it where useful, and may want to have the 
parallel English/Arabic edition. All students should purchase the Abdul Haleem translation so 
that we can be, literally, on the same page during class sessions. For supplementary reading 
outside of class you may consult any translations you like. If you wish to compare versions, 
http://www.usc.edu/schools/college/crcc/engagement/resources/texts/muslim/quran/ contains 
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three translations (Yusuf Ali, Pickthall, Shakir) for easy comparison. It is searchable by 
keyword, and can provide alternate readings for difficult passages. 
 
You will also find listening assignments for some weeks. Some are found at the link (or, in older 
versions, CD) included with Sells, Approaching the Qur'an, while others are accessible online as 
MP3 files and can be found through the links in this syllabus. Plenty of other recitations are 
accessible online and some exploration will repay handsomely. Note that listening is required 
even if you do not understand the Arabic recitation (over three-quarters of Muslims worldwide 
don’t either). 
 
Course Requirements and Grading 
 
Undergraduates 
 
Class attendance and participation (10%), three book review papers (10% each), an in-class 
midterm (20%), a report on an artifact utilizing Qur’an from a local museum (10%), and a final 
presentation and written report on a chapter of the Qur'an (30%). 
 
1) Class attendance and participation are vital. This will be a small course and much of our 
learning will takes place in conversation. It is necessary that you attend each class session, 
having read the assigned text(s) and being prepared for discussion.  Attendance and 
participation are worth 10% of your grade though if you miss an excessive number of 
classes, your grade is subject to further deduction. 
 
2) Three book review papers of five double-spaced pages on the works by Algar (due 10/5), 
Rahman (due 10/24), and Wadud (due 11/16). These should not just be summaries of the 
reading. They should contain a brief (about one page) summary of the essential arguments of the 
reading but also raise key questions, comparative issues, and address your reflections on the text. 
You may consult secondary sources or refer to other course readings (using proper citations) but 
it is not required that you do so. Each paper is worth 10% of your grade, for a total of 30%. 
 
3) An in-class midterm on 11/4. Worth 20% of your grade. 
 
4) A 2-3 page paper on an artifact, manuscript page, or artwork involving the Qur’an from 
either the MFA or one of the Harvard Museums. Guidelines will be distributed in 
November. Worth 10% of your grade. 
 
4) A ten minute oral presentation, with a written report, on a Qur'anic chapter (Surah) 
selected in consultation with me. Surahs are to be selected by 11/7. Fuller guidelines for this 
presentation will be distributed in October. Worth 30% of your grade: 15% for preparation 
and presentation; 15% for the written report. 
 
Graduate students 
 
In addition to attendance and participation (10%) and the midterm (20%-see above), graduate 
students will write a critical review of a book on the course topic (20%), prepare a set of 
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discussion questions for one class session (5%), and write a final research paper (35%) on 
which they will present in class (10%). Specific guidelines will be distributed in class and 
discussed individually.   
 
Policies on religious accommodations, missed exams, late work, and incompletes 
 
Several religious holidays fall during this term. If you need accommodations for a religious 
observance, please notify me in writing as soon as possible so that we can make appropriate 
arrangements.  
 
The course midterm is scheduled for Friday 11/4. If you require alternate arrangements for a 
legitimate reason (e.g., a religious holiday), please contact me in writing at least two weeks in 
advance. Missing the midterm without adequate prior notice due to anything other than a 
documented medical emergency or something equally urgent and unforeseeable will result 
in a grade of zero for the test. The same rules apply for scheduled presentations. 
 
In contrast to tests, where all must take them on the same day, there is a little more flexibility 
about papers. I am willing to grant a two-day grace period, no questions asked, for papers 
(except final research papers/presentations, because of grading deadlines). If you require more 
than this two-day extension, you will need to meet with me in person to discuss how you will 
complete the paper.  Please note that electronic submission of papers is not allowed. If you 
anticipate difficulty in meeting deadlines due to other commitments or scheduling concerns, 
please contact me as far in advance of the due date as possible.  
 
Incompletes are never desirable but sometimes necessary. Speak to me as early as possible if you 
think you may need to take an incomplete.  
 
Academic integrity, plagiarism, and independent work 
 
Every student is expected to be familiar with and comply with the BU policy on academic 
conduct, posted at: http://www.bu.edu/academics/. If you have any questions about how the 
policy applies to work for this course, please ask. Please note that sharing your papers or work 
with other students without the instructor’s permission is as significant an offense as borrowing 
and making use of another student’s work. 
 
The conduct code discusses plagiarism and source usage on pp. 12-17. Other helpful resources 
about proper use of sources can be found many places online and should be consulted before you 
begin work on your papers. Dartmouth College’s page on source usage is a good place to begin: 
http://www.dartmouth.edu/~writing/sources/sources-citation.html or in PDF at 
http://www.dartmouth.edu/~writing/docs/FINAL%20Sources%2011:12.pdf. You might also find 
useful Purdue University Online Writing Lab’s guide to “Quoting, Paraphrasing, and 
Summarizing” (http://owl.english.purdue.edu/handouts/research/r_quotprsum.html).  
 
I prefer Chicago-style citation, but notes may follow any common style so long as you are 
consistent.  
: 
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I encourage you to use the writing resources available at BU.  The College of Communication 
Writing Center takes appointments and walk-in sessions at 640 Commonwealth Ave, Room 
B27A, 617-353-6632, http://www.bu.edu/com/writingprgm/writingcenter.html. The Educational 
Resource Center sees students by appointment only at 775 Commonwealth Ave, 4th

 
Floor, 617-

353-707, http://www.bu.edu/erc/writing-center. 
 
You are welcome to make an appointment or come during office hours to discuss work in 
progress. If you know you will want to discuss a paper, consider making an appointment early in 
the term for the week before the paper is due. 
 
Disabilities 
 
In accordance with University policy (see http://www.bu.edu/disability/policies/index.html), a 
student who requires accommodation for a documented disability of any type should meet with 
me as soon as possible to discuss appropriate modifications to course requirements or 
procedures. I strive to make my classroom disability-friendly. The more clearly I understand 
what will be helpful, the better I can do that. 
 
If you do not have a documented disability but know that some approaches to learning work 
well, or poorly, for you, please feel free to discuss with me in person, by email, or over the 
phone. We may be able to arrive at reasonable adjustments to standard practices. 
 
Note: If you wish to use a laptop to take notes during class, please see me to discuss it.  
 
Course Schedule  
 
Note that some weeks have readings listed for the entire week while others list specific readings 
for each day. Readings are listed BELOW the day or week for which they are required. Unless 
otherwise specified, complete all readings by Monday’s class. Everyone should read the main 
readings. Graduate students must, and undergraduates may, complete the supplementary readings 
included in some weeks.  
 
Week 1  
 
W 9/7 Recite! (In class: Q. 96: 1-5) – Muslim theories of revelation 
F 9/9 The Qur'an's historical context and compilation 
 
Read (for Friday’s class): Mattson, xi-xii, 1-22, pp. 88-108 online at BU Libraries); 
Graduate/supplementary reading: Chapters 1-3 in McAuliffe, ed., Cambridge Companion to the 
Qur'an (online at BU Libraries).  
 
 
Week 2  
 
M 9/12  Recitation 
W 9/14 Rhythm and rhyme in Meccan suras (Listen in class: 5, 10, 13, 18, 26, and/or 29) 
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F 9/16  Divine signs in the early suras 
 
Read: Mattson, 27-61, Sells 1-28, 44-141 (includes translations), 145-50; Listen to: Sells, Tracks 
3, 4, 6-9, 11, 12, and 14-17. 
 
Week 3   
 
M 9/19  Divine judgment 
W 9/21  Divine Unity 
F 9/23  Qur'anic theology 
 
Read: Rahman, Major Themes of the Qur’an, 1-79 
 
Week 4    
 
M 9/26  Al-Fatiha 
W 9/28  Commentary (1) 
F 9/30  Commentary (2) 
 
Read: Qur'an, S. 1; Sells, Approaching, pp. 42-3, 156-7; Hamid Algar, Surat al-Fatiha: 
Foundation of the Qur’an, 1-43; Esack, pp. 120-145. Listen to: Sells, Tracks 2, 23, 33. 
 
Week 5   
M 10/3  Prophets and messengers 
W 10/5  Adam: Creation and slipping 
  Algar review essay due at beginning of class 
F 10/7  Mary and Jesus 
 
Read:  Q. S. 3, 10, 11, 13-18, 19-21 Listen to Surah 19, "Maryam" at 
https://soundcloud.com/quran-30ajza-female/sets/maria-ulfah-recitation-complete-quran  
 
Week 6   
 
T 10/11 Joseph (1) 
W 10/12 Joseph (2) 
F 10/14 Biblical intertexts (Genesis 37, 39-47) 
 
Read: Q. S. 12; Rahman, pp. 80-131; Bible (any standard version [JPS, NSRV] Genesis 37, 39-
47). Graduate/supplementary readings: Mir, “Irony, Plot, and Character.” 
 
Week 7   
 
M 10/17 Religious categories (1) – salvation, community, punishment 
W 10/19 Religious categories (2) – Christians and their beliefs 
F 10/21 Religious categories (3) – What is a dhimmi? 
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Read: Q. S. 4: 105-176, S. 5; Rahman, pp. 150-170, Helmut Gatje, The Qur’an and its Exegesis, 
pp. 133-45, 212-4 (Blackboard); Selections from Jerusha Lamptey, Muslima Theology (Oxford, 
2014). Graduate/supplementary reading: Jane Dammen McAuliffe, Qur'anic Christians: An 
Analysis of Classical and Modern Exegesis, 1-9, 129-179 (Blackboard). 
 
Week 8 Jihad, warfare, conflict 
M 10/24 Jihad (1) 
  Rahman essay due at beginning of class 
  Graduate student book review due at beginning of class 
W 10/26 Jihad (2)  
F 10/28 Commentary 
  Guidelines for Surah projects handed out 
 
Read: Mattson, 61-74, 185-225. Selections from classical and modern commentaries. 
 
Week 9   
 
M 10/31 Modern interpretation 
W 11/2  Creation 
F 11/4 Midterm 
 
Read:  Asma Barlas, “Amina Wadud’s Hermeneutics of the Qur’an,” pp. 97-123 in Suha Taji-
Farouki, ed., Modern Muslim Intellectuals and the Qur'an (Oxford 2007); Wadud, Qur'an and 
Woman, entire book. 
 
Week 10 
    
M 11/7  Creation (2) 
  Deadline for selecting surah 
W 11/9  Difficult verses 
F 11/11 Modern interpretation 
 
Read: Selections from Amina Wadud, Inside the Gender Jihad (Oneworld 2006). 
Graduate/supplementary reading: Selections from Hidayatullah, Feminist Edges of the Qur’an 
(Oxford 2014). 
 
Week 11  
 
M 11/14 Veiling 
W 11/16 Marriage, Polygyny 
  Wadud essay due at beginning of class 
F 11/18 Guest lecturer: marriage, then and now (Garrett Fugate) 
 
Read: For Monday: Qur’an, S. 24:30-31; 33:53; and 33:59. Then go back and read all of S. 24 
and S. 33. For Wednesday: read Q. 4:1-104; Majeed, Polygyny, ch. 9 (Blackboard). 
Graduate/supplementary reading: Ali, Sexual Ethics, ch. 1 and 2.  
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Week 12  
 
M 11/21 Museum visit (MFA or Harvard Museums) 
 
Read: Exhibit web page from MFA’s Sacred Pages exhibit, including images and brief videos 
from four local Muslims: http://www.mfa.org/exhibitions/sacred-pages  
 
Week 13  
 
M 11/28 Contemporary Qur’an education 
  Class together chooses topic for Week 14 
W 11/30 Recitation and Muslim ritual life 
F 12/2  Women and recitation 
 
Read: Mattson, 79-87, 109-135.  Denny, “Qur’an Recitation in Indonesia,” pp. 288-306 
(Blackboard); Listen S. 36, Ya-Sin, at https://soundcloud.com/quran-30ajza-female/sets/maria-
ulfah-recitation-complete-quran   
 
Week 14 TBD/Presentations 
 
M 12/5  TBD, depending on class interests 
W 12/7  TBD, depending on class interests 
F 12/9  Begin surah/research presentations 
 
Read: TBD, depending on class interests 
 
Week 15 Presentations 
 
M 12/12 Finish surah/research presentations 
 
 
Written surah project reports and graduate student papers due Friday 12/16 at noon in Prof. 
Ali’s Religion Department mailbox, 2nd floor. DO NOT submit papers in the lobby box where 
your graded work is returned. 
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