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Description 

 
We have seen resurgent assertions of white Christian American identity under the rubric 
of Donald Trump’s “Make America Great Again” discourse, provoking renewed questions 
about the relationship between religion and national identity in the U.S. today. 
Observing how Trump has exploited the populist resonance of white Christian American 
identity, we are watching a fierce battle over what constitutes “American-ness”—with 
conflicting ideas about religious identities, pluralism, and secularism at deep odds.  
This course will survey the role of religion in historical debates about American national 
identity, landing on our primary focus—the trope of the Muslim “other” as it permeates 
American popular, religious, and political discourse. In this course, you will encounter 
and grapple with the deep history of American interest in the “Muslim world,” with 
particular attention to the role that Islam and Muslims play in constituting particular 
versions of American national identity. The course asks you to consider the juxtaposition 
of the categories “Islam” and “America,” and especially how these categories are mutually 
constructed. We will also analyze how the category of “Islam” activates certain modes of 
American nationalism, particularly latent forms of Christian American nationalism that 
have long genealogies in American history.  
 
The course broadly surveys the sources of American discourse on Islam, including in 
historical and contemporary contexts. Throughout, we will pay attention to the processes 
by which certain discourses come to dominate and other are marginalized. You will 
become familiar with relevant disciplinary tools to understand and interpret American 
political and religious cultures across time and space, drawing from sociology, 
anthropology, history, and political science. 
 

Learning Outcomes 

 
After completing this class, you will: (1) Appreciate the role of religion in the creation of 
various expressions of American national identity, historically and in the contemporary 
United States, (2) Be familiar with a wide range of historical and contemporary examples 
of American myths and narratives about Islam and the Muslim “other” vis-à-vis 
expressions of American national identity, (3) Have a firm grasp on the cultural, social, 
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and political contexts in which those narratives have taken hold and continue to operate, 
(4) Be able to independently analyze representations of Islam you encounter in the world 
outside of the classroom, and (5) Understand the interdisciplinary nature of the study of 
religion and nationalism, especially how tools from sociology, history, anthropology, 
religious studies, political science, etc. help us interpret and analyze the complex 
relationship between the United States and “Islam.” 
 

Class Format 

 
The class format will be a mix of lectures, discussions, and debates. Short lectures will 
orient you to the material for each module, helping to identify the main arguments and 
the significance of each reading with respect to the overarching themes of the course. 
Both in-class and online discussions will help you process, understand, and apply the 
readings to the questions the course explores and to your own broader intellectual 
interests. 
 
The topics of religion, race, and politics—all central to this course—are difficult and 
personal to many. This class will be a place open to all perspectives on these topics 
within the limits of civility and respectful engagement. By civility and respectful 
engagement, we mean that we will all commit to listening to each other, practicing 
charity in interpreting each other’s views, positions, and experiences, and speaking to 
each other with appreciation and respect. That being said, we will all benefit most in an 
environment that is open to freely and critically investigating difficult ideas related to 
how our topics of study. We will not always agree with each other on matters that tend to 
be highly divisive, but we can agree to make an honest effort to understand each other’s 
views and to treat each other with the utmost respect. 
 

Attendance and Participation 

 
Because of the discussion-based format of the course, student participation is absolutely 
essential. We will spend most of our time in class discussing the readings and other 
relevant topics. You are expected to come to class having done the readings and should be 
prepared to discuss their content, implications, and related questions. Missing more than 
one class (for any reason) may result in a participation grade penalty. Please see below 
for further details on participation grading. 
Computers may be used during lectures, for the purposes of taking notes, etc., but should 
be used sparingly during discussions. Phones should not be used at any time during 
class. If an emergency arises and you need to use your phone during class, please excuse 
yourself and rejoin the class when you are ready. 
 

Course Requirements 

 

Participation -- Attendance and active participation are key components to this class. 
Our classes will be conversational in nature and will require regular active engagement 
during our meetings. You must come prepared to discuss the readings each day and will 
participate regularly in small and larger group discussions and debates on the material. 
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Reading Responses -- Each week you will post a 400-500 word response to the weekly 
readings. These short essays should speak to one or more of the main themes from the 
readings. Please note that the reading responses are not summaries of the content of the 
readings. Rather, they require an engagement with the arguments presented in the 
texts. Some possible approaches to writing the reading responses include: (1) a 
comparison of methods and approaches the texts use and engage, (2) a discussion of a 
critical question or issue that emerges from your reading, (3) a discussion of how the 
text(s) inform and contribute to our class analysis across weeks. The reading responses 
must be clear, concise, and cogent, demonstrating careful thought and composition. 
There is no reading response required for weeks 1, 9, or 13. Responses are due 24 

hours before each class. 

 

Analysis of a Representation of Islam -- Each student will select one American 
representation of Islam to independently analyze and present to the class in a 5-minute 
mini presentation. Depending on the final class size, there may be an opportunity to 
work in groups for this assignment. The representation you choose could be from the 
news media, film, television, fiction or non-fiction books, visual art, etc. We will provide 
you with a list of examples that you may choose from, but we also encourage you to go 
beyond this list and choose your own representation. In your analysis, you will speak to 
the context, creator(s), audience, and content of the representation you choose. You will 
also offer 2-3 discussion questions that provoke further inquiry and insight into your 
chosen representation. In addition to your 5-minute in-class presentation, you will 
submit a one-page summary of your analysis. Due March 25 (Week 9). 

Final Paper 

 
The final 10-12 page (double spaced) essay is an opportunity for you to spend more time 
working on and thinking about an aspect of the course beyond the core lectures and 
discussions. You should choose a topic that interests you and that will further your 
academic and/or professional goals. While final papers can draw on insights from the 
required readings and class discussions, they should go beyond these too. You may want 
to consult the recommended readings for possible topics. We strongly encourage you to 
schedule an individual meeting with one of us at some point before the last month of the 
semester to discuss a possible topic for your essay. Due May 4 by 11:59 PM. 

You will submit a short (maximum one page) proposal for your final paper (due 

April 1). We will provide you with written feedback on this proposal. The 

proposal is worth 5% of your paper grade. 

 

Grading 

 

Participation and Attendance: 15% 
Ten (10) Reading Responses: 40% (4% each) 
Analysis of a Representation of Islam: 15% 
Final Paper: 30% 
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Class Policies 

 

Late Assignments 

 
Late assignments will be penalized 10% (one letter grade) per day. 
 

Academic Integrity 

 
Cheating and academic dishonesty of any kind will not be tolerated and will be handled 
appropriately within the University’s guidelines. If there is any doubt about what 
constitutes cheating and academic dishonesty, please consult the University’s resources 
on this or ask the instructors. 
 

Special Accommodations 

 
Students with disabilities who need special accommodations for this course are 
encouraged to meet with the appropriate disability service provider on campus as soon as 
possible. All appropriate accommodations will be made according to University policies. 
 

Contacting the Instructors 

Email is the best way to be in touch with us throughout the semester. We will always 
email you back within 24 hours. 
 

Readings 

 

Books to Buy 

 

Jackson, Sherman A. 2011. Islam and the Blackamerican: Looking Toward the Third 

Resurrection . New York: Oxford University Press. 

McAlister, Melani. 2018. The Kingdom of God Has No Borders: A Global History of 

American Evangelicals . New York: Oxford University Press. 

Said, Edward W. 1997. Covering Islam: How the Media and the Experts Determine How 

We See the Rest of the World . Revised edition. New York: Vintage. 

Salaita, Steven. 2008. The Uncultured Wars: Arabs, Muslims and the Poverty of Liberal 

Thought: New Essays . New York : Zed Books ; Distributed by Palgrave Macmillan. 

 

Other Readings 

 

These readings are available on Canvas in the 'Files' tab or linked in the course schedule: 

 
Alsultany, Evelyn. 2013. “Arabs and Muslims in the Media after 9/11: Representational 

Strategies for a ‘Postrace’ Era.” American Quarterly 65(1):161–69. 
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Bellah, Robert N. 1967. “Civil Religion in America.” Daedalus 96(1):1–21. 

Braunstein, Ruth. 2017. “Muslims as Outsiders, Enemies, and Others: The 2016 
Presidential Election and the Politics of Religious Exclusion.” American Journal of 

Cultural Sociology 5(3):355–72. 

Cimino, Richard. 2005. “‘No God in Common:’ American Evangelical Discourse on Islam 
after 9/11.” Review of Religious Research 47(2):162–74. 

Gorski, Philip. 2017. American Covenant: A History of Civil Religion from the Puritans to 

the Present . Princeton: Princeton University Press. 

Huntington, Samuel P. 1993. “The Clash of Civilizations?” Foreign Affairs 72(3):22–49. 

Kidd, Thomas S. 2009. “Evangelicals, the End Times, and Islam.” Historically Speaking 

10(1):16–18. 

Lyons, Jonathan. 2012. Islam Through Western Eyes: From the Crusades to the War on 

Terrorism . Columbia University Press. (Chapters 1 and 2) 

McAlister, Melani. 2005. Epic Encounters: Culture, Media, and U.S. Interests in the 

Middle East since 1945 . Berkeley: University of California Press. (Ch. 5 “Iran, Islam, 
and the Terrorist Threat”) 

O’Brien, Conor Cruise. 1988. God Land: Reflections on Religion and Nationalism . 
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Smith, Anthony D. 2004. Chosen Peoples: Sacred Sources of National Identity . New York: 
Oxford University Press. 

Whitehead, Andrew L., Samuel L. Perry, and Joseph O. Baker. 2018. “Make America 
Christian Again: Christian Nationalism and Voting for Donald Trump in the 2016 
Presidential Election.” Sociology of Religion 79(2):147–71. 
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Course Schedule 

 

Week 1 (January 14): Introduction 

 

Topics: What is nationalism ? What is religious nationalism?; How should we 
understand the relationship between American (religious) nationalism and 
Islam/Muslims? 
 

Reading: 

● “‘Nationalist’ Arises, With Myriad Connotations, As The Word Of 2018” (NPR) 
 

Week 2 (January 18): American Religious Nationalism and Islam 

 

** Note that our second class is Friday, January 18 because of the Martin 

Luther King, Jr. holiday. There is no class meeting on Monday, January 21 ** 

Topics:What is American religious nationalism (i.e., Christian Nationalism)? What is 
the role of race in American religious nationalism?; Imagined communities and their 
“others”; Manifest Destiny; Social and cultural boundaries 
 

Reading: 

● Brubaker, Rogers. 2012. “Religion and Nationalism: Four Approaches.” Nations 

and Nationalism 18(1):2–20. 
● Whitehead et al. 2018. “Make America Christian Again: Christian Nationalism 

and Voting for Donald Trump in the 2016 Presidential Election.” Sociology of 

Religion 79(2):147–71. 
 

Week 3 (January 28): Chosen Peoples, Promised Lands 

 

Topics: The theme of chosenness in American history; How do we understand the United 
States as a case study in comparison with other nations (e.g., Israel, South Africa)? 
 

Reading: 

● O’Brien, Conor Cruise. 1988. God Land: Reflections on Religion and Nationalism . 
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. (Selections) 

● Smith, Anthony D. 2004. Chosen Peoples: Sacred Sources of National Identity.  New 
York: Oxford University Press. (Selections) 

 
Week 4 (February 4): What Does it Mean to be “American”? 

 

Topics: How is the American polity imagined? 
 

Reading: 

● Bellah, Robert N. 1967. “Civil Religion in America.” Daedalus 96(1):1–21. 
● Gorski, Philip. 2017. American Covenant: A History of Civil Religion from the 

Puritans to the Present . Princeton: Princeton University Press (Chapter 1: “The 
Civil Religious Tradition and Its Rivals”) 
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Week 5 (February 11): Islam as a Catalyst for Christian Nationalism 

 

Topics:How does Islam activate particular modes of American (religious) nationalism? 
What is the state of American (Christian) discourse on Islam?  
 

Readings: 

● Braunstein, Ruth. 2017. “Muslims as Outsiders, Enemies, and Others: The 2016 
Presidential Election and the Politics of Religious Exclusion.” American Journal of 

Cultural Sociology 5(3):355–72. 
 

Week 6 (February 18): Religious “Others” and Political Power 

 

Topics: Discourse Analysis; What is the relationship between knowledge and power? 
How is knowledge about Islam and Muslims created, activated, and deployed in the 
United States and globally? 
Reading: 

● Said, Edward W. 1997. Covering Islam: How the Media and the Experts Determine 

How We See the Rest of the World . Revised edition. New York: Vintage. 
 

Week 7 (February 25): The “Red Menace” and the “Green Peril” 

 

Topics: How did Americans come to settle on “Islam” or “radical Islam” as a uniquely 
threatening “other”? 
 

Reading: 

● Lyons, Jonathan. 2012. Islam Through Western Eyes: From the Crusades to the 

War on Terrorism . Columbia University Press (Chapters 1-2). 
● McAlister, Melani. 2005. Epic Encounters: Culture, Media, and U.S. Interests in 

the Middle East since 1945 . Berkeley: University of California Press (Chapter 5: 
“Iran, Islam, and the Terrorist Threat”). 

 

Week 8 (March 4): Evangelicals, Islam, and Israel 

 

Topics: American evangelical discourse on Islam; Christian Zionism 
 

Reading: 

● McAlister, Melani. 2018. The Kingdom of God Has No Borders: A Global History of 

American Evangelicals . New York: Oxford University Press. 
 

Recommended: 

● Kidd, Thomas S. 2009. “Evangelicals, the End Times, and Islam.” Historically 

Speaking 10(1):16–18. 
 

[Spring Break: No Class Meeting March 11 or 18] 
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Week 9 (March 25): Representations of Islam in American Popular 

Media 

 

In-class presentations and discussions of representations of Islam in popular 

media; 1 page summary of your analysis due before class (submit on Canvas in 

'Assignments' tab) 

 

Topics: How do we analyze media representations of Islam? 
 

Reading: 

● Alsultany, Evelyn. 2013. “Arabs and Muslims in the Media after 9/11: 
Representational Strategies for a ‘Postrace’ Era.” American Quarterly 65(1):161–69. 

 

Week 10 (April 1): Islam and Race in America 

 

1-page final paper proposal due (submit on Canvas in 'Assignments' tab) 

 

Topics: How is Islam racialized?; What is “American Islam”?; Islamophobia; 
Intersectionality 
 

Reading: 

● Jackson, Sherman A. 2011. Islam and the Blackamerican: Looking Toward the 

Third Resurrection . New York: Oxford University Press. 
● Considine, Craig. 2017. “The Racialization of Islam in the United States: 

Islamophobia, Hate Crimes, and ‘Flying While Brown.’” Religions 8(9):165. 
 

Week 11 (April 8): Liberalism, Multiculturalism, and Islamophobia 

 

Topics: The convergence of religious and secular discourse on Islam; Islam and the “new 
atheists” 
 

Reading: 

● Salaita, Steven. 2008. The Uncultured Wars: Arabs, Muslims and the Poverty of 

Liberal Thought: New Essays . New York : Zed Books (Selections) 
● Harris, Sam and Maajid Nawaz. 2015. Islam and the Future of Tolerance: A 

Dialogue. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press (Selections) 
● Video: Ben Affleck, Sam Harris and Bill Maher Debate Radical Islam | Real Time 

with Bill Maher (HBO) 
 

Week 12 (April 15): The Clash of Civilizations? 

 

Topics:What happens when a contested thesis becomes a pillar of policy? 
 

Reading: 

● “Trump Pushes Dark View of Islam to Center of U.S. Policy-Making” (New York 
Times) 
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● Huntington, Samuel P. 1993. “The Clash of Civilizations?” Foreign Affairs 

72(3):22–49. 
● Said, Edward. 2001. “The Clash of Ignorance.” The Nation. 

 

Recommended: 

● Video: “The Myth of the Clash of Civilizations”  
 

Week 13 (April 22): Summary, Conclusions, and Future Directions 

 
Brief presentations and discussions of final paper topics 
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