
ISLA 505: Islam: Origins and Early Development, Hadith 

Ahmed Fekry Ibrahim 

Fall 2016  

Ahmed Fekry Ibrahim: Thursdays 3:35-6:25 (Morrice Hall, Room 328, Institute of Islamic Studies) 

Office Hours: Thursday 1-2 or by appointment  

Course Description 

This course focuses on the formation of Islam by paying special attention to its pre-Islamic origins, its 

early formation, the consolidation of Islamic orthodoxy, competing interpretations, the role of the hadith 

literature in the creation of Islamic orthodoxy, and debates to which the hadith literature gave rise in the 

modern period.   

Course Requirements and Evaluation  

30 % Participation and presentations 

15 % Debate (October 26th) 

20 % A Reflection Paper (700-800 words, due October 5)  

The point of the reflection paper is to for you to focus on one very narrow point and reflect on it. It is 
not meant to be a summary of the readings, but rather an opportunity for you to engage with a theme 
or point of your choice. 

 This paper is only 600-800 words. Going too far over or under this general limit will be 
penalized. Please write the word count at the top of the reflection paper. 

 You may choose any theme or topic covered in class thus far for your paper. 
 A good way of helping you think of good topics is to look at the different class headings in the 

syllabus to come up with a theme or research question for your reflection paper. 
 The more class readings you incorporate in your paper the better.   
 Please make sure to use a proper citation guide and stick to it when quoting or paraphrasing a 

particular reading.  

35 % Final Paper (3000-3300 words, due November 30) 

 The paper should be roughly 3000-3300 words in length. Anything that exceeds or falls short of 
this word count by a significant margin will be penalized. Please write the paper’s word count at 
the top. 

 Unlike your other assignments, you will be required to do your own original research for this 
paper. If you choose to cover a theme that we have discussed thoroughly in class (e.g. 
authenticity of hadith debate), you will be expected to go significantly beyond the class readings 
in your citations and address other dimensions of the debate.  



 Only use academic secondary sources (i.e. peer reviewed journal articles and academic books). 
You can certainly refer to non-academic Muslim resources/websites etc, if these are the primary 
sources of your study.  

 Once again, please pay attention to accurate descriptions, proper grammar, and sentence structure. 
 Make sure you have proper citations using a citation guide. We recommend Chicago Style, as it is 

the most common in the field, but any other will do (APA, MLA etc).  
 For some good resources to help you get started, check out the online subject guide available on 

our Islamic studies website (click on the tabs 
above):  http://libraryguides.mcgill.ca/islamicandmiddleeast 

Class Discussions 

I want us to strike a balance between saying what we feel freely and being respectful of the others in the 
room. If you are uncomfortable with something that has been said, you can leave the room, meet with me 
privately and I will intervene on your behalf in a later course session. Responsible freedom of speech also 
involves exercising radical compassion and restraining the impulse to offend a classmate because we do 
not know what that other person has been through and cannot afford to make assumptions. 

Class Policies 

 You should do all readings and be expected to lead discussions of them. 
 Extensions will be granted only in cases of genuine emergency.  
 No incompletes will be given except in cases of genuine emergency.  

Required Books:  
Available at the McGill bookstore: 

 Fred McGraw Donner, Muhammad and the Believers: At the Origins of Islam (Cambridge, Mass.: 
The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2010). 

 Jonathan Brown, Hadith: Muhammad’s Legacy in the Medieval and Modern World (Oxford: 
Oneworld, 2009). 

Available as an E-book: 

 Jonathan Porter Berkey, The Formation of Islam: Religion and Society in the Near East, 
600-1800 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003), pps. 3-53.  

 Stephen Shoemaker, The Death of a Prophet: The End of Muhammad’s Life and the 
Beginnings of Islam (University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012). 
 

Reference Works and Guides 
The Encyclopaedia of Islam 

Week 1: Sept. 7 – Introduction and the Pre-Islamic Context 
Jonathan Porter Berkey, The Formation of Islam: Religion and Society in the Near East, 600-1800 (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 2003), pps. 3-53.   
 
Fred McGraw Donner, Muhammad and the Believers: At the Origins of Islam (Cambridge, Mass.: The 
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2010), pps. 1-38.  
 



Week 2: Sept. 14 – Class cancelled for a conference (Make-up time for this class will be discussed in 
class) 
Week 3: Sept. 21 – The Believers’ Movement  
 
Fred McGraw Donner, Muhammad and the Believers: At the Origins of Islam (Cambridge, Mass.: The 
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2010), pps. 39-144. 
 
Week 4: Sept. 28 – Sectarianism and the Emergence of Islam?  
Fred McGraw Donner, Muhammad and the Believers: At the Origins of Islam (Cambridge, Mass.: The 
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2010), pps. 145-224. 
 
 
Week 5: Oct. 5 – The Death of the Prophet  
Reflection paper due today  
Stephen Shoemaker, The Death of a Prophet: The End of Muhammad’s Life and the Beginnings of Islam 
(University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012), pp. 1-73. 

 
Week 6: Oc. 12: The Death of the Prophet  
Stephen Shoemaker, The Death of a Prophet: The End of Muhammad’s Life and the Beginnings of Islam 
(University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012), 74-160. 

Week 7: Oct. 19: The Death of the Prophet  
Stephen Shoemaker, The Death of a Prophet: The End of Muhammad’s Life and the Beginnings of Islam 
(University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012), 160-266. 

 
Week 8: Oct. 26: Debate 
You will be divided into two groups, which will debate a theme of the readings in class.  
 
Week 9: Nov. 2: The Hadith as the Mirror of Islamic Origins  
Jonathan Brown, Hadith: Muhammad’s Legacy in the Medieval and Modern World (Oxford: Oneworld, 
2009), pps. 1-67.  

Week 10: Nov. 9:  Class Cancelled for a conference (Make-up time will be discussed in class) 
  
 
Week 11: Nov. 16: Hadith Criticism and Hadith in Shiʿi Islam  
 
Jonathan Brown, Hadith: Muhammad’s Legacy in the Medieval and Modern World (Oxford: Oneworld, 
2009), 67-149. 

Week 12: Nov. 23: Hadith and Islamic Law  
Jonathan Brown, Hadith: Muhammad’s Legacy in the Medieval and Modern World (Oxford: Oneworld, 
2009), 150-196.  
 
Week 13: November 30: The Authenticity Debate and Modernity (final paper due today)  
Jonathan Brown, Hadith: Muhammad’s Legacy in the Medieval and Modern World (Oxford: Oneworld, 
2009), 197-275.  



 

University Honor System and Students’ Rights 
 
McGill University values academic integrity. Therefore, all students must understand the meaning and 
consequences of cheating, plagiarism and other academic offences under the Code of Student Conduct 
and Disciplinary Procedures (see www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/honest/ for more information). L'université 
McGill attache une haute importance à l’honnêteté académique. Il incombe par conséquent à tous les 
étudiants de comprendre ce que l'on entend par tricherie, plagiat et autres infractions académiques, ainsi 
que les conséquences que peuvent avoir de telles actions, selon le Code de conduite de l'étudiant et des 
procédures disciplinaires (pour de plus amples renseignements, veuillez consulter le site 
www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/honest/). 
 
In accord with McGill University’s Charter of Students’ Rights, students in this course have the right to 
submit in English or in French any written work that is to be graded. 
 
Conformément à la Charte des droits de l’étudiant de l’Université McGill, chaque étudiant a le droit de 
soumettre en français ou en anglais tout travail écrit devant être noté (sauf dans le cas des cours dont l’un 
des objets est la maîtrise d’une langue). 
 
 
 


