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MIDEAST STUD.   685:202-01 Introduction to the Iranian Studies1 
 

Important Information: 
 

Meets:  Wednesdays 5:00-8:00 PM, in LSH-A143, Livingston Campus 
Instructor: Professor Amir Djabini    
Office: LSH B-304 
Tel. (732) 445-8444 
Email: djabini@rci.rutgers.edu 
Office Hours: W. 3-4 PM and by appointment 
 

 

"Come, come again, whoever you are, come! 
Heathen, fire worshipper or idolatrous, come! 

Come even if you broke your penitence a hundred times, 
Ours is the portal of hope, come as you are." Rumi 

 

Overview: Iran is a land of extraordinary diversity, in terms of its geography, climate and ethnicities. To 
many people the word Persia is evocative of beautiful works of art and architectures, carpets, tiles, fine 
ceramics, miniatures and metalwork. Or they might think of Persian poets such as Rumi, Hafez, Saadi or 
Omar Khayyam, who are often quoted in translation.  
 

Although Iran has its historical origins around 6000 BC, it was not until 550 BC, when Cyrus the Great 
established himself as king of the Medes and the Persians, that it truly emerged into history. Among his 
ancestors was the legendary king Achaemenes, the founder of the Achaemenid dynasty. He divided their 
empire into twenty provinces, each with its own province and satrap (governor) to collect taxes and pay 
annual tribute.  
 

Towards the end of his successor Darius' reign, intense struggle with Greece began which ended the 
superiority of the Persians. Xerxes, son of Darius, was king of Persia at this time. In the early part of his 
reign there were revolts in Egypt and Babylonia to deal with, but six years later he was ready to turn his 
attention toward GreeceÉ.  
 

COURSE DESCRIPTION: This course will provide students with a historical and theoretical understanding 
of Iranian cultures, languages, and society from Cyrus to the present. Students will learn about IranÕs cultural 
heritage, ethnic/class/religious cleavages, political thought, the 1979 revolution, and the nature of the post-
revolutionary political system by reading some of the most seminal scholarly essays on these subjects. 
 

As appropriate, we will schedule guest speakers and films during class periods.  The dates indicated on the 
syllabus are tentative. Information about guest speakers will be provided as the semester proceeds. 

                                                
1 For five centuries prior to the British colonization, Persian was widely used as a second language in the Indian subcontinent; it 
took prominence as the language of culture and education in several Muslim courts in India and became the "official language" 
under the Mughal emperors. Only in 1843 did the subcontinent begin conducting business in English. Evidence of Persian's 
historical influence in the region can be seen in the extent of its inf luence on Urdu, Hindi, Marathi, Bengali, and Sindhi language, 
as well as the popularity that Persian literature still enjoys in the region. Additionally, a small population of Persian speakers 
(mostly of the Dari and Tajik dialects) can be found in the western highlands of Pakistan. (Compiled from: 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Persian_language#_note-6) 
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COURSE PHILOSOPHY: A Chinese proverb says that, Òteachers open the door, but you must enter by 
yourself.Ó A Western sage (Karl Jaspers) supplemented this maxim by maintaining that Òuniversity life is no 
less dependent on students than on professors. The best professors flounder helplessly at a school where the 
student body is unfit.  Hence, it is all up to the young people who are supposedly entitled to study.  They 
must show themselves worthy of this privilege to the best of their ability.Ó This course has been organized on 
the premise that you are worthy of this privilege and that the teacher only opens the door.  The success of 
this course depends entirely on your continued and sustained participation.  Therefore, I ask that you be 
active participants and intervene as often as possible in class discussion.  Please keep in mind that in this 
course you will be exposed to a wide range of alternative views, some of which may force you to question, 
rethink, and, if necessary, abandon your present "understanding" of Iranian history and politics.  Who knows, 
by the end of the course you might feel that you have taken part in a unique voyage of discovery! 
 
COURSE REQUIREMENTS: This course will proceed as a seminar organized around weekly readings and 
lectures. The studentsÕ responsibilities include reading in a timely and critical manner, participating actively 
in class, and completing assignments. 
Attendance in class is more than mandatory; it is a responsibility to your peers in a community of higher 
education. On the practical side, in-class activities and attendance account for 15% of your final grade.  
These activities will include presentations and discussions led by students.   
 
Participation: In addition to being physically present, I expect you to be mentally present as well! As such, 
you should complete all assigned readings before each class meeting so that you are familiar with the 
concepts, facts, theories, and controversies with which we are dealing. Furthermore, you should try to engage 
in discussion throughout the semester. 
 
Oral Presentations: To ensure class participation and to spread out the work a bit, each student is required to 
make one oral presentation in class concerning one of the topics listed in the syllabus in which they are 
interested. All presentations should be in the form of a PowerPoint and should be e-mailed to the professor at 
least two days before the scheduled presentations. Each in-class presentation should last 10 to 15 minutes.  
 
Research Papers: Each student is expected to write a 10 to 15 page (typed, and double-spaced) research 
paper on one of the following related topics (not limited to these): Assembly of Religious Experts 
(Khobregan); Bureaucracy; Cabinet; Class situation (income distribution, inequality); Clerical 
Establishment; Civil liberties, rights and freedoms; Constitution; Corruption; Cultural life; Economic 
Performance (employment, inflation, monetary policy, privatization); Educational system; Elections; 
Electoral system; Environmental issues; Ethnicity; Exile Community; Expediency Council; Foreign Policy; 
Guardian Council; Intelligence Community and secret police; Interest groups; Legal System and Judiciary; 
Media; Non-Governmental Organizations; Opposition forces; Legislative Branch; Political Culture; Political 
elite; Political parties; Political participation (forms/modes/trends); Population and migration policy; 
Presidency; Social cleavages; Social movements; Social welfare policies (pension, poverty, education); 
Sources of political legitimacy; Supreme Leader; Theocracy; Youth; Women and Gender issues; Classical 
and/or Modern Persian Literature; The Epic Tradition in Iran; Religions of Iran; Sufism in Iran; Religious 
Traditions; Modern Iranian Life; The Iranian Identity and the Emergence of Iranian Expatriate Communities; 
Feminist Movements.  
 
Each paper should have an elaborate bibliography (books, journal articles, Internet sources, etc). The 
research papers are due on Dec. 12. 
 
In both the oral presentation and the research paper you should follow the ÒFour CÓ rule: clear, concise, 
coherent, and creative. Further guidelines on how to write the papers will be provided in class. 
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Please note that in this course we follow the universityÕs policy regarding academic honesty. Those who 
engage in plagiarism will get an automatic F and will be referred to university officials for further 
disciplinary action. Students who may need special consideration because of any sort of disability should 
make an appointment to see the instructor in private.   
 
GRADING CRITERIA 
Assignment     When     Percentage  
Attendance     all the time    15%  
Participation/contribution    all the time    15% 
Presentation     on scheduled dates   25%  
Research Paper    Dec. 12    45% 
 
CLASSROOM GUIDELINES:  
Attendance will be taken regularly. It is the studentÕs responsibility to sign her/his name on the sheet.  
Missing three (3) weeks of the courseÕs scheduled meetings will result in withdrawal from the course, or an F 
after that date. In the case of excessive absences that canÕt be regarded as unavoidable because of serious 
illness or a real emergency, a student may be dropped from the class.  
Also, donÕt schedule any activity that will conflict with your classes (doctor appointments, car servicing, 
trips etc...). Also, telling me that you are going to miss the class, join late or leave early does not exempt you 
for being reported absent.   
Any paper for which you integrate outside sources, you must thoroughly document following the MLA or 
the Chicago style. The library keeps a current edition of these manuals.  
PlagiarismÑ the intentional or accidental use of anotherÕs ideas or words which you donÕt attribute to 
him/herÑ will result in no grade for the assignment, with no opportunity to make up for it.  Similarly, no 
other academic dishonesty will be tolerated and will result in failure of the course.  Papers can be submitted 
electronically and within 24 hours, sometimes faster, an originality Report is e- mailed back. Students agree 
that by taking this course, all required papers may be subject to submission for textual similarity review to 
Turnitin.com for the detection of plagiarism.  
If you have issues relating to your performance, understanding of methodology, assignments, or you have 
comments about the class you are welcome to see me in my office during office hours, make an appointment 
for a convenient day for both you and me or contact me by e-mail.  
To be eligible to pass this course, you must be always prepared by reading the assigned texts, participate in 
class discussions effectively and constructively, submit all assigned works, and not miss classes. In addition, 
to the above, no more than two classes should be missed (regardless of the reason) to qualify for an A as a 
final grade in this class.  
 
How to Optimize your Performance in this Course: 
Students are expected to have read and thought about assigned readings. 
 

Changes to the Syllabus: I reserve the right to change the syllabus as I deem appropriate and necessary, 
especially with regard to week-to-week schedule.  
 

Cell Phones: I cannot believe I am writing a statement about cell phone etiquette in my syllabus, but I feel 
compelled. Turn your cell phone off before coming to class. 
 
The watchwords are respect and common sense.  Respect for the learning environment demands special 
attention not only to classroom attendance, but to decorum as well.    
Sleeping in class is considered an absence. Tardiness will not be tolerated. If you are late (2) times, this will 
count as (1) one absence.  
Incidents of leaving early affect everyone in a classroom. The instructor is disrupted from the facilitation of 
learning activities. The classmates are distracted as the tardy student enters or leaves the same thing goes for 
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the noisy student. Other disruptive behaviors such as talking to other classmates, making rude and misplaced 
comments that do not relate to class will not be tolerated. Classmates who want to learn are disadvantaged 
due to missed information. Be assured that you are largely in control of your performance in the class.  This 
is because studentsÕ scores are earned, not doled out arbitrarily. At any rate, in the grand scheme of life, 
grades are almost completely insignificant. By contrast, your learning, and how you learn, are crucial. Please 
know that your instructor will not like you more or less according to your grades. He will, by contrast, 
appreciate and accommodate your genuine interest, your willingness to learn, and your positive attitude, 
regardless of the current level of your intellectual development and skills. 
 
Make your voice heard. Ask questions about the subject matter of the course. Share your ideas respectfully 
with your instructor and your classmates. Relax. Let go of the reflex to play it absolutely safe. Ideally, the 
classroom is a place for students to work out their ideasÑ and to make mistakesÑ as they acquire knowledge. 
Good professors do not penalize students for Òthinking out loudÓ about what they learn. In fact, professors 
need to know what the students are thinking about what they are learning. This allows the professors to help 
the students more effectively than would be possible otherwise. Incidentally, it does not matter how your 
classmates are performing in the courseÑ how ÒsmartÓ or articulate they seem to beÑ compared to you. 
Comparisons are virtually useless and can be toxic to your self-image. What matters is how you are 
learning and what you understand. 
 
Be timely. Effective students manage their time wisely and are therefore able to preempt crises. If you read 
the assigned material, ask questions, raise concerns, participate in class discussions, make use of your 
professorÕs office hours, and generally become engaged with the course from the beginning (and not during 
the last two weeks of classes only, or the weekend before a deadline, or upon suddenly realizing that your 
work is lacking), you will increase your chances of optimizing your learning and performance.  Among other 
things, you will avoid giving your professor the impression that you are immature, a Òslacker,Ó and/or a mere 
Ògrade-grubber.Ó 
 
If you are required to achieve a certain Grade Point Average (GPA), the onus is on you alone to achieve that 
GPA. This means that you must carefully monitor your performance during the course of the semester and 
do what is necessary to maintain/achieve the requisite grade(s). If you have any concerns about your 
performance, then you should come arrange for an interview with me. Students who, on receiving 
unsatisfactory grade, plead with the professor for an upgrade, insult the professorÕs integrity, and are unfair 
to their peers in requesting preferential treatment. 
 
REQUIRED TEXTS (available at Livingston Bookstore) 
Annemarie Schimmel Mystical Dimensions of Islam. 
Vali Nasr. Democracy in Iran: History and the Quest for Liberty. 
John Limbert. Shiraz in the Age of Hafez: The Glory of a Medieval Persian City. 



 5 

TENTATIVE WEEKLY SCHEDULE 
N.B. (Nota bene) Syllabus, guest speakers, and reading assignments subject to change as class progress may dictate it.  
 
First Week   Sept. 5 
Introduction - The Nature and Structure of the Course; Syllabus Review; Geography and Peoples  
 
Video:  Persepolis Recreated by Farzin Rezaeian award-winning documentary and educational producer and director. 
Readings: 

1. Peter Avery, ÒBalancing Factors in Irano-Islamic Politics and Society,Ó Middle East Journal vol. 50, no. 2 
(Spring 1996): 177-189. 

2. Homa Katouzian, "Arbitrary Rule: A Comparative Theory of State, Politics and Society in Iran," British 
Journal of Middle Eastern Studies vol. 24, no. 1 (May 1997): 49-73. 

 
Second Week  Sept. 12 
Languages of Iran: The Birth and Rise of Persia 
Guest Speaker: Charles G. Häberl, PhD 
 
Readings: 

1. Democracy in Iran, Chapter 1 
2. Shiraz in the age of Hafiz, Intro. Chapter 1 

 
Week 3  Sept. 19 
 
Guest Speaker: Professor Hamid Dabashi, Columbia University 
 
Readings: 

1. Democracy in Iran, Chapter 2 
2. Mystical Dimensions of Islam, Chapter 1 &  2 

 
Week 4  Sept. 26 
Religions of Iran: Manichaeism and Zoroastrianism, Judaism and Christianity 
Guest Speaker: TBA 
 
Readings: 

1. Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Islam: Religion, History and Civilization (Harper San Francisco, 2003), pp.59-74 and 
172-186. 

2. Richard Frye "The Samanids" Cambridge History of Ir an, Vol. 4, pp. 136-161; "Iran under Buids" ff . pp. 250-
304. 

3. Seyyed Hossein Nasr, An Introduction to Islamic Cosmological Doctrines (NY State University Press, 1993), 
107-274. 

4. Bousani "Religion under the Saljuq Period" The Cambridge History of Iran. Vol 5, pp. 283-302. 
A. Bousani "Religion under the Mongols" The Cambridge History of Iran, 5/538-549. 

 
Week 5  Oct. 3 
The rise of the Safavid Empire 
 
Readings: 

1. John Cooper, ÒSome Observations on the Religious Intellectual Mi lieu of Safawid Iran.Ó In Farhad Daftary 
(ed.), Intellectual Traditions in Islam (London: I.B. Tauris, 2000), pp. 146-159. 

2. David Morgan, Medieval Persia, 1040-1797, London, 1988, 101-130. 
3. Roger Savory, Iran under Safavids (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1980). DS 292 S26 

 
Week 6  Oct. 10 
Modern Persian Literature/Persian Mysticism/Sufism 
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Guest Speaker: Richard Jeffrey Newman, Associate Professor, poet, essayist and translator, Nassau Community 
College 
 
Readings: 

1. Democracy in Iran, Chapter 3 
2. Mystical Dimensions of Islam, Chapter 3 

 
Week 7  Oct. 17 
An Introduction to the Language and Literature 
Guest Speaker: TBA 
 
Readings: 

1. Democracy in Iran, Chapter 4 
2. Shiraz in the age of Hafiz, 2&3 

 
Week 8  Oct. 24 
Qajar Dynasty 
Guest Speaker: TBA 
 
Readings: 

1. Lois Beck, ÒTribes and the State in Nineteenth- and Twentieth-Century Iran.Ó In Philip S. Khouri and  
2. Firoozeh Kashani-Sabet, ÒPatriotic Womanhood: The Culture of Feminism in Modern Iran, 1900-1941,Ó 

British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies vol. 32, no. 1 (May 2005). 
3. Mohammad H. Faghfoory, ÒThe Ulama-State Relations in Iran: 1921-1941,Ó International Journal of Middle 

East Studies vol. 19, no. 4 (Nov.  1987): 413-432. 
 
Week 9  Oct. 31 
The Constitutional Revolution of 1905-1911 
Guest Speaker: TBA 
 
Readings: 

1. Mehrzad Boroujerdi, ÒTriumphs and Travails of Authoritarian Modernization in Iran.Ó In Stephanie Cronin 
(ed.), The Making of Modern Iran: State and Society under Riza Shah, 1921-1941 (London: Routledge, 2003), 
pp. 146-154. 

2. Houshang E. Chehabi, ÒStaging the EmperorÕs New Cloths: Dress Codes and Nation-Building under Reza 
Shah,Ó Iranian Studies vol. 26, nos. 3-4 (Summer-Fall 1993): 209-229. 

 
Week 10  Nov. 7 
Students Presentations 
Readings: 

1. Democracy in Iran, Chapter 5 
2. Shiraz in the age of Hafiz, 4 

 
Week 11  Nov. 14 
Readings: 

1. Mystical Dimensions of Islam, Chapter 4&5 
2. Shiraz in the age of Hafiz, 5 

Students Presentations 
 

Week 12 
Wednesday Nov. 21 

Thanksgiving--No Class 
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Week 13  Nov. 28 
WWI and the rise of the Pahlavi Dynasty (1921–79) 
 
Readings: 

1. Democracy in Iran, Chapter 5 
2. Mystical Dimensions of Islam, Chapter 4 

 
 
Week 14  Dec. 5 
Islamic Revolution  
Guest Speaker: TBA 
 

1. History of the 1979 Revolution www.bbc.co.uk/persian/revolution 
2. Shahrough Akhavi, ÒShiÕism, Corporatism and Rentierism in the Iranian Revolution.Ó In Juan Cole (ed.), 

Comparing Muslim Societies: Knowledge and the State in a World Civilization (Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press, 1992), pp. 261-293. 

3. G. H. Razi, "The Nexus of Legitimacy and Performance: The Lessons of Iranian Revolution," Comparative 
Politics vol. 19, no. 4 (July 1987): 453-69. 

4. Mehdi Akhavan Saless, ÒI Love You, Ancient Homeland.Ó In Nahid Mozaffari and Ahmad Karimi Hakkak 
(eds.), Strange Times, My Dear: The PEN Anthology of Contemporary Iranian Literature (New York: Arcade 
Publishing, 2005), pp. 383-388. 

 
 
 
Week 15  Dec 12 
An Introduction to the Art and Architecture 
Guest Speaker: TBA 
 

 
 
 

Dec 12 
Research papers are due 

No Later than Noon 
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SELECTED WEBSITES 
MAPS: 
The Persian Empire 
http://www.lib.utexas.edu/Libs/PCL/Map_collection/middle_east.html 
Iran in Maps http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/shared/spl/hi/middle_east/06/iran_maps/html/default.stm 
Persian, Greek, Roman and Byzantine Eras (500 BCE - 500 CE)  
 
IMPORTANT REFERENCE MATERIALS: 
Cambridge History of Iran, vols 1Ð7 (DS272.C34). 
Encyclopaedia Iranica (Reference Stacks: DS253.E52 1982). 
Encyclopedia of Islam (Reference Stacks: DS37.E523). 
 
DATA: 
US Department of State http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/5314.htm 
Size Comparison with US http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/atlas_middle_east/iran_area.jpg 
Land Use http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/atlas_middle_east/iran_land.jpg 
Country Profi le http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/profi les/Iran.pdf 
Library of Congress Country Study  http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/cshome.html   
Iran's Share of World Crude Oil Reserves http://www.opec.org/home/PowerPoint/Reserves/OPEC%20share.htm  
 
NEWS: 
News and Views about Iran www.Iranian.com 
News Site on Iran http://www.iranmania.com/defaultenglish.asp 
Iran Daily http://www.iran-daily.com/ 
Iranian Media Directory www.gooya.com 
 
GOVERNMENT: 
Governments on the WWW: Iran http://www.gksoft.com/govt/en/ir.html 
Iranian Mission to the UN http://www.un.int/iran/ 
Iranian Parliament http://mellat.Majles.ir/ 
Presidency of the Islamic Republic http://www.president.ir 
 
OTHER: 
Encyclop¾dia Iranica http://www.iranica.com/ 
Sample Persian Miniatures http://www.superluminal.com/cookbook/index_gallery.html  
Iranian women's homepage http://www.irandokht.com/ 
Pictures of Iran http://www.worldisround.com/articles/73022/index.html 
Pictures of Iran http://www.riccardozipoli.com/ 
Selected Internet Sources on Iran http://www.loc.gov/rr/international/amed/iran/iran.html 
Persian Calendar Program http://www.payvand.com/calendar/ 


