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JEWS IN THE ISLAMIC WORLD 

Topics in Jewish Studies  
 

01:563:381:MA 

 
Fall 2020  |  1.5-credit mini-course 

October 22 – December 10 
 

* * *  DUE TO THE COVID-19 SITUATION,  * * *   
THIS COURSE WILL USE A MIX OF  

ASYNCHRONOUS RECORDED VIDEO LECTURES  
AND SYNCHRONOUS WEBEX MEETINGS. 

 
Tues / Thurs 4:30–5:50  |  Miller Hall, room 115 

 
Professor Gary A. Rendsburg 

Office:  12 College Avenue, room 203 
Office Hours:  to be determined 

Phone:  848-932-1628  /  Email:  grends@rutgers.edu 
 
Course Description: 
 
A survey of Jewish history, society, and religion within the orbit of Islam. 
 
The course commences with the Jewish communities in the Arabian peninsula and 
the emergence of Islam in the 7th century C.E.  We then move to the expansion of 
Islam throughout the Near East, North Africa, and Spain, as almost all Jews in the 
world came to live under the Caliphate.   
 
Our narrative will bring us to visit the great centers of the Jewish-Muslim contact:  
Baghdad, Cairo, Granada, Cordoba, and more.  
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A major portion of the course will be devoted to reading documents from the Cairo 
Geniza, the storeroom of the Ben Ezra Synagogue in Cairo which yielded 300,000 
documents.  The information forthcoming from these texts has revolutionized our 
understanding of the Jewish-Muslim interplay. 
 
The course will include such topics as the Karaites, the rise of the Masoretic Bible, 
the role of philosophy (with special attention to Judah Halevi and Moses 
Maimonides), Jews on the Silk Road, and more.  
 
In sum, the course is aimed at understanding this important and unique period of 
the history of the Jewish people. 
 
Textbook: 
Mark R. Cohen, Under Crescent and Cross: The Jews in the Middle Ages 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008) 

 paperback 

 list price:  $37.50   
 www.bn.com price:  $33.75 

 ISBN-13:  9780691139319  
 
Course Packet and Additional Readings: 
 
The Course Packet (with primary sources in English translation) and additional 
readings (secondary literature) will be posted at the Canvas website. 
 
Topics: 
 
Week 1:  Jews in Arabia before the Advent of Islam 

 
Week 2:   The Qur’an, the Caliphate, the Pact of ‘Umar, and dhimmi status 
 
Week 3: The Exilarch and the rabbinical academies in Babylonia; 

Karaites and Rabbanites; the Masoretic Bible 
 
Week 4:   The Jews in Islamic Spain:  Poets, Viziers, and more 
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Week 5: The Cairo Geniza:  The World of Medieval Jewry Comes Alive 
 
Week 6:   Moses Maimonides: Rabbi, Philosopher, Physician 
 
Week 7: Jews in Persia; The Silk Route 
 
NOTE:  The above week-by-week schedule is very fluid, as certain topics may be 
introduced before others, some may receive greater emphasis, etc. 
 
Grading, Written Work, etc. 
 
1.  Two quizzes, worth 10% each (20%)  
 One in Week 2, the other in Week 4,  

based on the readings and classroom presentations. 
  
2.  6-page reflection paper (30%). 
 Due in Week 6, based on the readings. 
  
3.  Class participation, attendance, progress, etc. (20%). 

Students are expected to be present, on time, fully prepared, actively 
engaged with the course material, and thoughtfully participating in class 
discussions and activities. 

 
4.  6-page final paper:  on a Jewish community in the Muslim world in the recent 

past and present. (30%) 
  
Attendance: 
 
A major portion of the educational experience in this course takes place in the 
classroom.   
 
If you expect to miss a class session, kindly use the University self-reporting 
system for absences:  https://sims.rutgers.edu/ssra/  An email is automatically sent 
to me to apprise me of your absence. 
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Or you may wish to inform me ahead of time if you know that you will miss class, 
especially if there will some (good) reason for missing two or more classes in a 
row.  Overall responsibility for the course material, however, remains yours at all 
times. 
 
If you do miss class, please make sure to get the notes from someone.  If there is 
something in the notes that you do not understand, feel free to come see me during 
office hours for further clarification.   
 
Finally, please make every effort to arrive in time for the start of class.  Late arrival 
is disruptive to the class discussion and in general disrespectful to me and your 
classmates.   
 
Academic Integrity: 
 
Please note the University’s academic integrity policy:  
http://academicintegrity.rutgers.edu/academic-integrity-at-rutgers 
 
I personally endorse the policy and enforce its guidelines.  In short, no cheating of 
any sort will be tolerated in my course; and such actions are grounds for probation 
and potential dismissal from the University. 
 
Disability Policy: 
 

 Students with disabilities requesting accommodations must follow the 
procedures outlined at https://ods.rutgers.edu/students/registration-form.  

 Full disability policies and procedures are at https://ods.rutgers.edu/ 


