
INTRODUCTION FOR MIDDLE SCHOOL 
Arabian Nights is most suited for middle schoolers.  Teachers are encouraged either to read all 
of the tales or to select the ones best suited for their students.  Refer to the elementary and the 
high schools introductions for more background.  Refer to the elementary section for activities 
and discussions using picture books of Nights.  Refer to the high school section for more ad-
vanced information at www.ppld.org.  These are some of the key points: 
 
1. Academic teams, as well as elective teachers, can interdisciplinize this unit.  Music, art,         

science, social studies/geography, and some math are included.  Art can include illustrating 
the scenes, designing transformers, designing flip books. Music can include the classical 
music, “Scheherazade.”  Musical instruments are mentioned in many of the tales. 

2. Reading other versions of the tales is encouraged for comparisons. 
3. Students are encouraged to own a copy of The Arabian Nights Entertainments: Aladdin, 

Sindbad, and 24 Other Stories, edited by Andrew Lang so that they can take notes in the 
margins.  Students will be asked to engage in active reading by questioning, predicting, 
clarifying, and summarizing.  If students cannot own copies, provide copies (which can be 
checked out from the Pikes Peak Library District) and mini-post-it notes for making notes in 
the text. 

4. Have maps of the Middle East, the world, and a globe available. 
5. Many teachers may prefer to start with a background of Islam and Muslims to provide a  
      basic understanding of the culture and the religion. Since the Haroun al-Raschid was an     
actual caliph, students should become familiar with him.  (See the World Cultures section.) 
6. Teachers may also want to include the background of fantasy literature as a genre.  (See that 

section.) 
7. While reading, students may want to track different aspects: character traits, violence and 

crime and punishment, women’s roles, children and parents, marriage customs. (Forms are 
included.)  Other students may prefer to compare the violence to the violence in comics, 
video games, and music today. 

8. Students may want to research young heroes (stars) in our culture. 
9. Have students design game versions of “Jeopardy” and “Who Wants to be a Millionaire” 

based on Arabian Nights questions. 
10. Read other tales from around the world and compare and contrast. 
11. Since many of the tales include food, a final event could be a Middle East feast.  
12. Enjoy.  The discussions and the activities are intended to promote interest in and a love for the tales. 
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“THE STORY OF THE FISHERMAN” 
 
Setting: 
Characters: fisherman, a genius 
Vocabulary: vexed, despair, implore, devise, conjure, haughtily 
 
1. The fisherman makes it a “rule not to throw his nets more than four times” per day.  Why would that be? 

At what time(s) of day, do you think he checks his nets? Is there any significance to the number “four”? 
2. On his fourth throw of the day, he hauls in a “yellow pot.”   He is pleased and plans to sell it “for a meas-

ure of wheat.”  How much is a measure?  Would that have been fair market value? 
3. A “genius, twice as large as the largest giant” appeared.  Based on your knowledge of tales where a genius 

appears, is he friend or foe? 
4. The genius says that he will grant the fisherman only one favor: to decide how he wants to be killed.  How 

did the genius decide that is what he had to offer?  Where in the tale is your answer proved? 
5. The fisherman uses his wits to outsmart  the genius.  What does that tell the readers about the valuing of 

brain power? 
6. In a different version of this tale, the genius outsmarts the fisherman by tricking him into releasing him a 

second time.  Read the other version.  Which do you prefer? Why? 
7. If you were retelling this tale, how would you have it end? 
 
The tale ends with the fisherman saying, “if I trust myself to you I am afraid you will treat me as a certain 
Greek king treated the physician Douban. Listen and I will tell you.”  And, that takes the reader to the next 
story.  However, that ends the tale started with “The Merchant and the Genius.” 
 

 NEXT 
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“THE STORY OF THE GREEK KING AND THE PHYSICIAN DOUBAN” 
 
Setting: Zouman in Persia 
Characters: Greek king who was a leper, the physician Douban, grand vizir 
Vocabulary: penetrate, courtiers, avaricious, condescension 
 
For discussion: 
 
1. What is leprosy? When was it cured? 
2. The physician is described as knowing “ a great deal about herbs and medicines.”  Research herbal       

medicine, holistic healing, homeopathy, acupuncture, general forms of medicine, etc. These methods are 
generally more accepted in other parts of the world. Why do Americans tend to rely more on Western 
medicine? 

3. What does the physician use to cure the leprosy?  How does it work? 
4. The king sees through the grand vizir’s motives and tells him that he is jealous.  How does he reach that 

conclusion? 
 
The tale ends with the vizir begging the king to tell him this tale: “This vizir told King Sindbad that one ought 
not to believe everything that a mother-in-law says.” 
 
 

NEXT 
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“THE STORY OF THE HUSBAND AND THE PARROT” 
 
 
Setting: 
Characters: King Sindbad, his wife 
Vocabulary: revenge, hand-mill, repent, assassinate, zeal 
 
For discussion: 
 
1. The tale begins with “a good man . . .” What makes a man “good”?  Discuss the axiom, “Nice guys finish 

last.”  How did that come to be a popular saying?  What does it actually mean?  Is it true?  If nice guys   
finish last, who finishes first? 

2. Why does the man believe a parrot? 
3. The wife plans revenge on the parrot by having the slaves do several things: turn under the bird’s cage a 

hand-mill; throw water down from above the cage; turn a mirror in front of the parrot’s eyes from left to 
right by light of a candle.  What is the purpose?  Is it achieved? 

4. After the man kills the parrot, he learns that the parrot was telling the truth.  However, the readers are never 
informed how the man learned that.  What do you think? 

 
 
 
 

 
 
5. The end of the story first refers to the previous story of the physician Douban.  The vizir says that “when it 
is a question of the life of a king, it is better to sacrifice the innocent than save the guilty.”  His thinking is   ba-
sically saying “better safe than sorry.”  Discuss recent events in the news when that theory has been applied 
and what the consequences were. (for example, the LA police shooting a child who was being used as a shield 
while her father threatened police; London police killing a man who was suspected of being a terrorist but was 
later exonerated.) 

    BACK 

     NEXT 
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“THE STORY OF THE VIZIR WHO WAS PUNISHED” 
 
Setting: 
Characters: prince, a beautiful lady (an ogress) 
The physician Douban, the king, the vizir 
The genius, the fisherman 
Vocabulary: procure, indulge, stag, devoured, wiles, repent, perceive, 
 
For discussion: 
 
1. The prince was fond of hunting.  Sometimes in America, hunting is not considered to be “politically cor-

rect.”  Research and discuss the pros and the cons of hunting. 
2. The ogress who passes herself off as a beautiful lady lost on the trail who intends to kill the prince and to 

feed him to her children.  Research cannibalism.  A character in Colorado lore is Alfred (Alferd) G. 
Packer, so you may want to research him, as well.  Since there is no verification of what happened to the 
four men who accompanied Packer over the mountains to the Los Pinos Indian Agency on Cochetopa 
Creek (near Saguache and Gunnison), this legend could be a start of a tale you plan to tell. 

3. Why does the ogress give the prince directions to the road? 
 
 
 
 
 

4. The tale returns to the physician Douban from two previous tales.  The vizir convinces the king that the   
physician means him harm.  What does this tell the readers about the vizir’s lack of character and about the 
king who “did not perceive the wicked intention of his vizar”? 
5. The physician uses his brain to trick the king by telling him of a magic book that will answer “all the ques-
tions you like to ask it.”  If such a book existed, what questions would you ask it?  Is this anything like a ouiji 
board?  Why are ouiji boards considered by some to be dangerous and by others to be harmless fun? 
6. As the physician’s head sees that the king has been poisoned, he says, “see how cruelty and injustice are 
punished.”  Discuss whether the means justify the end.  Was the physician justified in poisoning the king? 
7. The story reads, “That is the end of the story of the Greek king, and now let us return to the fisherman and 
the genius.  Explain why this technique works for this tale. 
8. The genius promises to make the fisherman rich - if we will let him out.  Why couldn’t the fisherman resist 
such an offer? 

     BACK 

NEXT 
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“THE STORY OF THE YOUNG KING OF THE BLACK ISLES” 
 
 
Setting:  the Black Isles 
Characters: Mahmoud,  the young king, his wife, the Sultan 
Vocabulary: enchantress, bewailed, avenge, vengeance 
 
For discussion: 
 
1. The young king mortally wounds his wife’s favorite slave for committing a “great crime.”  What crime 

would be punishable by death? 
2. The young king overhears two maids gossiping about his wife no longer loving him.  Why do people    

gossip?  Discuss this theory:  There is power in knowledge.  How do you feel about gossiping? How do 
you stop gossip from spreading? 

3. When the young king begs his wife to cease caring for her favorite slave, she turns him into half man and 
half marble.  What other options could she employ? 

4. She also changes the capital into a lake and a desert plain.  What is her purpose? 
5. He also explains that the four fishes represent the different races living in the town.  Which races is he re-

ferring to?  (Yet, readers know from John Heath-Stubbs’ chapter in The Arabian Nights in English Litera-
ture, that the four fishes refer to different religions.  Some people confuse religion and races.  For exam-
ple, Jewish is a religion, not a race.) 

6. After turning her husband into half marble, why does she beat him with a whip each day? 
7. The Sultan and the young king devise a plan.  Predict what that plan is and whether it will work. 
8. Wouldn’t the queen  recognize that the slave’s voice is different? 
9. Does the queen deserve to die? 
10. The Sultan “gave each man presents in proportion to his rank.”  Knowing about gift-giving from other 

tales, what gifts would he most likely give each man?   
11. The mass gift giving reminds Americans of Oprah Winfrey’s mass gifts to her audiences.  Research her 

gift giving. Why is she so generous? Elvis Presley also was known for giving gifts to his family and 
friends. Research his generosity, as well.  What about other celebrities, such as Bill Gates?   

12. Do you think that celebrities should give to others?  If you had a substantial amount of money, what gifts 
would you pass out? to whom? 

13. What are the lessons from this tale? 
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“THE STORY OF THE SECOND CALENDER, SON OF A KING” 
 
Setting:  Bagdad 
Characters: Zobeida, the second calendar, Sultan of the Indies, ambassador, tailor, a beautiful lady, a genius 
Vocabulary: versification,  consolation, counsel, tolerable, talisman, implored, emboldened, audacity,           
impudent, lament, folly, fidelity, hampered 
 
For discussion: 
 
1. The second calendar says that “the king, my father, finding me unusually quick and clever for my age, 

turned his thoughts to my education.”  Research child prodigies.  What do you think of youngsters       
skipping grades?  of children attending college? Would you want to be that smart? 

2. He says that he learned the Koran, which is the basis of our holy religion.  Research the Koran.  How is its 
teachings different from the other holy books, such as the Bible? 

3. He says that he learned all that a prince should excel in.  Compare his education with that of Prince       
William and Prince Harry. 

4. He says he was best known for writing Arabic.  Research the Arabic alphabet and practice writing it. It  ap-
pears that he is referring to writing beautifully, maybe even calligraphy.  Practice using calligraphy. 

5. Why does the tailor advise him to learn a new trade, to become a woodcutter? 
6. The prince earns enough money to “repay the tailor all he had lent me.”  What does this act tell us about 

his sense of honor? 
7. The beautiful lady who was imprisoned underground for twenty-five years says that she had been married 

to her cousin.  While that marriage custom is frowned upon in many places, research why it is an            ac-
ceptable practice in some countries. 

8. She asks him to stay underground with her, but cautions him that he would have to leave every tenth day 
when the genius appears, as he is very jealous.  Have you ever been jealous?  How did you resolve it?    
Discuss the saying, “green with envy.” 

9. When the prince kicks the talisman, breaking it, which summons the genius, the lady lies saying that she 
needed him because of “a pain in my heart.”  The genius calls her “an impudent liar.”  How does he know 
she is lying? 

10. When confronted by the genius, they lie and say that they don’t know each other.  Why would they lie for 
each other?  Think of other examples in literature, such as 1984. 

11. Why does he lose “consciousness for several minutes”? 
12. Several character traits are mentioned in this tale.  Which ones are positive and which are negative? 
 
The story ends, as the genius plans to turn the prince into an animal of his choice; but the prince begs him, 
“. . .pardon my crime as the best man in the whole world forgave his neighbour who was eaten up with envy of 
him.”  The genius wants to hear that story. 

NEXT 
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RETURN TO 
“STORY OF THE SECOND CALENDAR” 
 
Setting:  same 
Characters: same, sailors, Sultan, Queen of Beauty 
Vocabulary:  procure, prostrated, miauing, inconsolable, mirth 
 
For discussion: 
 
1. The genius turns the man into an ape, although he earlier tells him he could select which animal he wants 

to be.  If you were to be an animal, which one would you select.  Why? 
2. He writes “the six sort of writing in use among the Arabs.”  Research what those are.  Practice using that 

writing. 
3. The people laugh at an ape being able to write so well.  In a curious twist on American culture, paintings 

done by animals are quite popular and often sell for a tidy sum.  Research animal paintings and their prices. 
4. After supper, the monkey and the Sultan play chess.  Do you play chess?  Enjoy a game or two or three! 
5. The monkey “dashes off verses.”  Write some verses to share. 
6. How did the Queen of Beauty know upon entering the room that the monkey is really “no monkey at all, 

but a young prince who has been turned into a monkey by the wicked spells of a genius.” 
7. She mentions “there are many out-of-the-way things it is as well to know.”  What things are good to know? 

What are street smarts? What street smarts are good to know?  Sometimes people are referred to has     
having “book smarts.”  What does that mean? 

8. These are many transformations performed: the prince into an ape and then back into a prince; the genius 
shows up as a lion;  hairs from the lion’s mane became a sword; the lion’s head is changed into a scorpion; 
the princess assumed the form of a serpent; a cat changes itself into a worm; the wolf transforms himself 
into a cock.  Draw these transformations. 

9. Explain the battle that occurs which cost him his right eye. 
10. Why does the princess die? 
11. What are the lessons of this tale? 
 
The tale ends with, “The other Calender then told his story.” 

    NEXT 



“SIXTH VOYAGE” 
 
Setting: a distant Indian port, Serendib Island (situated on equinoctical lines) 
Characters: ship mates, black men, Sultan of the Indies, the  Caliph 
Vocabulary: repose, lament, rove, desolution, desolate, fain, covet, obeisance, caparisoned 
Food: cocoa, pistachio nuts 
 
For discussion: 
 
1. The tales opens with this remark: It must be a marvel to you how, after having five times 

met with shipwreck and unheard of perils, I could again tempt fortune and risk fresh trouble.  
Is he a risk-taker? Why would he sail again? 

2. Sindbad says that he “prepared to make a sixth voyage, regardless of all the entreaties of my 
friends and relations, who did all they could to keep me at home.”  Why do they say? What 
arguments do they use? 

3. The captain declares that they are “in the most dangerous spot upon the whole sea.”  Where 
are they? 

4. When Sindbad evaluates his location, he finds it “very strange that a river of clear fresh   
water, which gushed out from the mountain not far from where we stood, instead of flowing 
into the sea as rivers generally do, turned off sharply, and flowed out of sight under a    
natural archway of rock.” Explain that scientifically - if possible. 

5. What is his plan, as the sole survivor (again), to save himself? 
6. When he awakens, he finds himself in a strange place.  Where do you surmise he is? 
7. The black men say that they have waited for him to awaken so that he can tell them how he 

came to be there.  Summarize the tale to this point. 
8. Although Sindbad offers his treasure to the king, the king declines.  Why? 
9. Sindbad says that “for the rest of the time, I amused myself in seeing all that was most   

worthy of attention in the city.”  Research what sites he visited as a tourist.  Then, select a 
city you would like to visit and provide a description of the sites you would like to visit. 

10. He says that the island of Serendib was situated on the equinoctial line.  Locate it on the 
globe. 

11. Sindbad says that he ascended to the summit of the highest mountain in the world, which is 
in the middle of the island.  Locate it on a map.  What is the name of the highest mountain 
in the world? 

12. Sindbad also says that “this was the place to which Adam was banished from Paradise.”  
This is one of the few times in Arabian Nights that there is a direct Biblical reference.  From 
your knowledge of the story of Adam and Eve, where is the location? 

13. As Sindbad prepares to leave, the king gives him gift to take to the Caliph. The gifts include 
“a beautiful slave girl.”  Does slavery still exist? 

14. Review the main elements of a tale and how they apply here. 
 
All returned the next day to hear the story of the seventh voyage.   

  NEXT 
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“THE LITTLE HUNCHBACK” 
 
Setting: Kashgar (Great Tartary) 
Characters: tailor, his wife, hunchback (jester), young doctor, Sultan of Kashgar 
Vocabulary: tambourine, divert, calamity, resistance, mosque, jostled, impudence, pondering, defer, jesters, 
purveyor, beseeching, prostrated, penalty, revel, agitated 
Food: fish 
 
For discussions: 
 
1. What does “hunchback” mean?  Explain the medical condition.  Where else in literature can  we read about 

a hunchback? 
2. One of the key lessons from this tale is taking responsibility for one’s actions.  Review the times in the tale 

when characters do not take responsibility for their actions.  How would the tale have been different if the 
characters had taken responsibility? 

3. How would the tale have been different if the tailor and/or his wife knew CPR or the Heimlich maneuver? 
4. They decide to “select a Jewish doctor who lived close by as the author of the crime.”  Why do they select 

that doctor?  Does the religion enter into their decision? 
5. The doctor’s wife is described as having “twice his brains.”  Go the PPLD website (www.ppld.org) for the 

high school section for a discussion of whether women are smarter than men. 
6. Why does the young doctor think that he has killed the hunchback? 
7. Why does the doctor’s wife decide to carry the body to their neighbor’s roof and to lower it down the 

chimney?  Does the fact that the neighbor is a “Mussulman” enter into their decision? 
8. Is the storyteller being prejudiced against Jews and Muslims? 
9. The purveyor believes that the hunchback is a thief.  Why does he think that? 
10. Next, the Christian merchant believes that he has beaten the hunchback to death.  A police officer believes 

that it is a Christian mistreating a Mussulman.  What does that tell the readers about the culture? 
11. The tale has several surprise twists as each of the “murderers” decide to take responsibility.  Why do they 

reach that decision? 
12. The doctor proclaims that he is “the only murderer.”  Isn’t his wife an accomplice? 
13. Why does the Sultan of Kashgar want to see the four “murderers”? 
14. All of the “murderers” are sentenced to death.  Many countries have severe penalties for crimes.  Discuss 

whether severe punishments deter criminals.  Discuss capital punishment. 
15. What are the lessons in this tale? 
 
The tale ends with a barber telling how his brother was involved in the hunchback’s affairs. 

   NEXT 
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“STORY OF THE BARBER’S FIFTH BROTHER” 
 
Setting: 
Characters: Alnaschar, old woman, beautiful lady, black servant, old hag, judge 
Vocabulary: drachmas, eunuchs, pomp, confer, demeanour, deign, vex, lamentations, implore, beseech, en-
treaties, importunities, bewailing, folly, prostrated, hypocritical, implore, abominable, amassed, coffers, en-
treated, bestow, acute 
 
For discussion: 
 
1. Alnaschar has big plans to get wealthy.  How does he plan to acquire this wealth?  Once wealthy, whom 

does he plan to marry? 
2. He also plans how he will treat his wife: “I shall never allow my wife to leave her rooms on any pretext 

whatever without my permission.”  Why does he say that he would pretend not to see her?  Why does he 
pretend not to hear her women?  Then, he also plans that she would complain to her mother of the way she 
is being treated, which would fill his heart with joy.  The mother-in-law would advise him that “she only 
lives to please you, and loves you with all her soul.”  What do the readers learn about the culture from his 
comments? 

3. He dreams further that she “will goad me to fury,” resulting in his striking her on the cheek and kicking her 
across the room.  What does that tell us about his lack of character?  Today, that would be considered    do-
mestic violence.  Research agencies that help domestic violence victims. 

4. Do you find humor in his kicking the basket of glass and breaking it, thus, destroying his plans? 
5. He realizes that the mischief is caused by his “own insufferable pride.”  What other character faults does he 

have? 
6. The storyteller says that since it is a Friday, there are more people out shopping.  Explain why a Friday 

would allow more people to be shopping. 
7. Who is the generous lady?  Why does she help him? 
8. What is the purpose of salt being rubbed into his wounds? 
9. What is his plan for revenge?  
10. The storyteller tells the readers that the “lady had been cleverer.”  Review the story up to this point to    de-

termine how she was cleverer. 
11. Why does the judge apparently keep the furniture” 
12. How could the judge promise that he would not punish Alnaschar - as long as Alnaschar tells his story? 
13. How does Alnaschar’s greed affect his life? 
14. What are the lessons to be learned from this tale? 
 
To learn the surprising end to this nested story, continue reading. 
 
   NEXT 
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A romance 

“THE ADVENTURES OF PRINCE CAMARALZAMAN AND THE  PRINCESS 
BADOURA” 
 
Setting:  Persia, Isle of the Children of Khaledan, China 
Characters: King Schahzaman, grand vizir, Prince Camaralzaman, Princess Badoura, Kimd of China, Marza-
van, Casehcaseh, Maimoune, Danhasch, King Armanos, Princess Haiatelnefous 
Vocabulary: Allah, intercessions, mosques, abdicating, induce, distressed, recourse, obstinate, ardently, res-
pite, vexed, amiable, contemptuous, predecessors, elapsed, Koran, conciliatory, retorted, roused, seclusion, 
allude, expostulated, emir, malady, infatuation, languid, cornelian, talisman, protracted, sumptuously, compen-
sate, confiscate, bewail 
 
For discussion: 
 
1. King Schahsaman had four wives, which is allowed in some cultures. Research those marriage customs. 
2. The grand-vizir suggests the matter is “beyond human aid” and “to send large gifts to those holy men who 

spend their lives in prayer.”  Research the religious practice.  Predict whether this tactic will be successful. 
3. Prince Camaralzaman is brought up with “extreme care.”  Compare his upbringing with the world’s current 

princes and princesses. 
4. What characteristics are needed for a prince to become king? military school? military service?  Compare 

your list with what you think is needed for an American president. 
5. Why is the King’s desire for the prince to marry so distasteful to the prince?  He says he is too young; how 

old do you think he is?  What is a good age for marrying?  Most laws in the U. S. say that the bride and the 
groom have to be of age. Do you agree with that law? 

6. Isn’t Camaralzaman  obligated to obey his father? 
7. The vizir advises the King that “much is gained by patience.”  Why is this valuable advice? 
8. The King tells his wife of Camaralzamans’ objection to marriage and says that “if he remains obstinate, he 

will certainly regret the measures I shall be obliged to take to enforce my will.”  What measures does he 
mean? 

9. The prince says that he objects to an arranged marriage.  Why does he feel that way? 
10. The king punishes his son by ordering him to be locked up in an old tower, where he has minimal objects. 

But, the prince is content with his books.  What books would you take with you, if you had an enforced 
banishment? 

11. Do you think the punishment was too harsh? 
12. Maimoune finds the prince quite handsome.  What words are applied today to describe handsome or    

beautiful people? 
13. Predict what will happen when Danhasch returns with the princess so that Maimoune and Danhasch can 

settle their argument over whether the prince or the princess is better looking. 
14. Since they can’t settle the argument, what new plan do they devise? 
15. Why does the fairy transform herself into a gnat?  Wouldn’t another insect have better served the purpose? 
16. Why does Camaralzaman exchange rings with the princess? 
17. The slave gives  a “minute account of all the prince had said and done.”  You do the same, as a summary of 

the story up to this point. 



18. Why does the king go into seclusion? 
19. Badoura’ father “assembled his council and told them of the sad state of things.”  He adds,    
“If any of you can succeed in curing the princess I will give her to him in marriage, and he shall 
be my heir.”  Discuss arranged marriages and what you think of the practice. 
20. Why does the princess believe her brother, Marzavan, immediately? 
21. Why does Marzavan suggest to Camaralzaman that he lie to his father concerning their 
plans? 
22. Why are the heads of the previous suitors “exposed on the town wall”? 
23. The king who is sad at his daughter and son-in-law leaving suggests they visit their respec-
tive parents on alternating years.  Predict whether they will do that. 
24. While they are traveling, Camaralzaman inspects Badoura’s pouch sewn into the girdle.  Is 
he invading her privacy? 
25. What will Camaralzaman tell Badoura about the bird stealing the stone? 
26. Predict whether the prince will find his way back to camp. 
27. When Camaralzaman reaches the gardener’s cottage, the gardener tells him to go inside at 
once. “I see that you are a stranger and a Mussulman, and this town is almost entirely inhabited 
by idolaters, who hate and persecute all of our faith.’  Research the history of the religious    in-
tolerance between the two groups. 
28. Why does the princess dress up to pass herself off as the prince? 
29. Are  you surprised that the prince recovers the talisman from the dead bird? 
30. Why does Camaralzaman show the gardener “the good fortune which has befallen”? 
31. The prince hides the talisman inside the jars.  Predict what will happen. 
32. When the princess realizes that the Camaralzaman in on the ship, she introduces him as a 

colleague.  Why isn’t she forthright? 
33. This tale provides multiple opportunities for admirable and for questionable conduct.      

Discuss both.  What type of characters does both the Camaralzamand and Badoura have? 
34. What are the lessons to be learned? 

    END 
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“ALADDIN AND THE WONDERFUL LAMP” 
 
(Note: While this selection is certainly worthwhile, teachers may want to have students read other versions of 
“Aladdin” for comparison.  A beautiful picture book - for variety - is Aladdin and the Enchanted Lamp, retold 
by Philip Pullman and published by Scholastic, 2005.  Teachers may also want to compare the printed versions 
with the Disney version.) 
 
Setting: Persia, China, Africa 
Characters: Aladdin’s mother, Aladdin, African magician who passes himself off as Aladdin’s uncle, genie of 
the ring, genie of the lamp, grand vizir, Sultan, Princess Fatima, the African’s brother 
Vocabulary: girdle, beguiled, niche, lamenting, prevailed,, contrive, jeering, fain, amiss 
Food: wine, fruit 
 
 
For discussion: 
 
1. In the introduction, the readers are informed that Aladdin’s idleness “so grieved the father that he died.” Is 

that medically possible?  Could the grief contribute to medical conditions that cause his death?  Is it         
possible to die of a broken heart? 

2. In this version, Aladdin’s mother tells him that his father had a brother, but she thought he was dead.  That 
statement is different from other versions, where the mother is highly suspicious of the man who presents 
himself as the long-lost uncle.  Compare versions, determine which you like better, and write your own 
version. 

3. The number “forty” is used several times in this tale.  Pay attention to when it is used and determine 
whether that number has any significance. 

4. Magic is used several times in this tale, so track the magic and the purpose it serves. 
5. Since Aladdin is the only one who can touch the hidden treasure, there is a slight resemblance to the story 

of King Arthur and the “Sword in the Stone.”   Discuss the similarities and the differences. 
6. The magician cautions Aladdin to go through the three large halls but to “tuck up your gown and go 

through them without touching anything, or you will die instantly.”  Why would he die if he touches     
anything? 

7. In some versions only Aladdin can retrieve the lamp.  How is it different in this version? 
8. In what way does the genie of the lamp “trump” the genie of the ring? 
9. Was it smart of Aladdin to sell the silver platters? 
10. How does Aladdin’s mother prove her love for Aladdin? 
11. What do the readers learn about the culture? Provide specific examples, such as the baths, women veiled. 
12. Aladdin “fell in love with her at first sight.”  Do you believe in love at first sight? 
13. This tale also shows different social classes by pointing out that the Sultan and the vizir “took no notice of 

her” (meaning Aladdin’s mother.)  Do we have social classes in the United States?  If so, are they “fixed” 
or “fluid”? 
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“STORY OF THE BLIND BABA-ABDALLA” 
 
Setting/geography: Bagdad, Balsora, India 
Characters: Baba-Abdalla, dervish, Caliph 
Vocabulary: dervish,  bewail, chased, diverge, encumber, resolutely, alms, expiate, avarice, implore 
Character Traits/Faults: greed, covetousness, envy, madness, kindness, avarice (This is one of the few tales 
that actually names the characteristics.) 
 
For discussion: 
 
1. Baba-Abdalla opens his tale by saying that he was an orphan.  Research the foster care system and      

adoption in this country. Do orphanages exist in other countries? 
2. Upon meeting the dervish, he relates that they soon became friends and asked each other the usual       

questions.  What are the “usual questions” asked of a new acquaintance?  How do your questions differ 
from an adults? 

3. Baba-Abdalla is very greedy.  Provide examples from the tale to prove his greed. 
4. “The dervish saw quite well what was passing in my mind.” What was passing in his mind? 
5. The dervish makes an initial deal with Baba-Abdalla.  What was the deal? 
6. Baba-Abdalla admits that “the thought that the dervish would be as rich as I was unbearable to me.”  Why 

was that? 
7. Why does the dervish collect only precious stones?  Why does Baba-Abdalla feel that he should follow his 

example? 
8. Baba-Abdalla tells the dervish, “You are a dervish by profession and live a very quiet life, only caring to 

do good, and careless of the things of this world.”  Are there any professions today who live a similar life? 
9. Baba-Abdalla tells the Caliph about this proverb: the more one has, the more one wants.  Is that true? 

Prove your point with examples. 
10. A lesson seems to be in this paragraph: “Remember riches sometimes have wings if we keep them for our-

selves, and the poor are at our gates expressly that we may help them.” What does that message mean? Do 
you agree with it? 

11. What would have happened if the dervish had refused Baba-Abdalla’s request? 
12. The dervish warns Baba-Abdalla not to touch his right eye with the ointment or his sight will be destroyed 

forever.  Predict whether Baba-Abdalla will heed the warning. 
13. Why did Baba-Abdalla insist the dervish touch his right eye with the ointment?  Prove your answer by   

citing the passage in the tale. 
14. After he loses his sight, Baba-Abdalla says, “Ah, now that my eyes are closed, they are really opened.  I 

know that all my sufferings are caused by myself alone.”  Discuss what that statement means. 
15. The dervish tells him, “The blindness of your heart has wrought the blindness of your body.”  Explain. 
16. So, how does Baba-Abdalla explain why he requires each passer-by to give him a blow? 
17. The kind and generous Caliph tells Baba-Abdalla to repent privately and that he will provide him with 

money each day.  Would you consider this to be a form of welfare?  Research welfare.  Who should be  eli-
gible for welfare? 

18. What are the lessons of this tale? 
NEXT 
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“THE STORY OF SIDI-NOUMAN” 
 
Setting:  
Characters: Caliph, Sidi-Noman, Amina, a ghoul, cookshop owner, baker 
Vocabulary:  barbarous, indignant, spurring, prostrated, luster, chastised, sufficient, distinction, repulsive,  
provoked, obstinacy, vexed, prudently, discreetly, lattice, lairs, mosque, compelling, rousing, contrived, lure,    
stupor, vengeance 
Food: rice, bread 
 
For discussion: 
 
1. How does Sidi-Nouman mistreat his horse each day? 
2. What is the normal process for breaking a horse?  Research the issue and the use of horse whisperers. 
3. Why does the Caliph tell Sidi-Nouman that he would pardon him before he tells his story?  
4. Sidi-Nouman says “I have hopes that I shall be judged more worthy of pity than punishment.”  Why? 
5. If you didn’t research humane treatment of animals during the previous tale, you may want to do so here. 

Research local organizations that care for unwanted animals. 
6. Research local horse therapy programs. 
7. Sidi-Nouman says, “. . On the very day after my marriage, my bride began to try my patience in every way 

that was most hard to bear.”  What do you think she did? 
8. The readers are told that his wife is brought to his house with the usual ceremonies.  Research what      

ceremonies he is referring to. 
9. Why does his wife, Amina,  use a pin to pick up the pieces of rice? 
10. One night Sidi-Nouman follows his wife outside.  Predict her location and purpose. 
11. Do you think Amina  practices cannibalism? 
12. Sidi-Nouman decides to confront his wife about what he saw; however, he decides that “gentle means had 

the best chance of success.”  Discuss sayings, such as “You can catch more flies with honey than with 
vinegar” and “warm ways work best.”    Also, discuss the tale of the sun and the wind arguing over which 
one can force people to remove their coats.  In that tale, the sun beats warmly, while the wind howls. Of 
course, the sun won. 

13. Sidi-Nouman tells his wife that he ordered the choicest dishes to tempt her to eat.  Prepare a list of        
suggested dishes of foods from the region. (See the World Cultures section.) 

14. Why does his wife react so strongly when she realizes that her husband knows her secret? 
15. Why does she turn him into a dog? 
16. What special talent does he have as a dog?  Research counterfeit money and what the U. S. Treasury does 

to counteract counterfeits? 
17. After the woman returns him to his human form, she insists that his wife must be “punished for her     

wickedness.”  Why does she feel that way?  Predict the plan and the punishment. 
18. Since the Caliph is known for his wisdom and his kindness, he suggests that it is sufficient punishment for 

her to remain a horse but that she should no longer be beaten.  Do you agree? 
19. The Caliph also says, “ I know that when once women such as she begin to work 

evil they never leave off.”  Is he accurate?  
20. What are the lessons to be learned from this tale?        END 
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“THE ENCHANTED HORSE” 
 
Setting/geography: Persia, Bengal, Schiraz, Cashmere 
Characters: Prince Firouz Schah (Prince of Persia), the Indian, the king, Princess of Bengal 
Vocabulary: prostrating, deign, beseech, hinder, implore, disquiet, balustrade, suppliant, hospitality, humanity, 
repose, amiable, toilette, procured, entreat, absurb, insolent, arbutus, depreciate, sovereign, entreated,        
magnificence, mortified, remorse, folly, scheik, steed, voraciously, insolent, abominable, repose, feign,                
abating, malady, paroxysms, induce, procure, exhorted, dissipated, deign, approbation 
Food: meats 
 
For discussion: 
 
1. Research and explain New Year celebrations around the world. 
2. What makes the horse “so marvelous”? 
3. The readers are told that the King of Persia “was interested in every thing out of the common.”  If that    

applied to you, what uncommon items would you be interested in? 
4. When the Indian mounts the horse, he asks the monarch where he wishes to send him.  Where would you 

want to visit? 
5. The monarch has “proved the astonishing speed which the horse was capable.”  Estimate the speed.     

Compare the speed of current airplanes and futuristic planes.  Why was the Concorde grounded?  
      Compare with private “air cars” that are going on the market in the near future. 
6. The monarch tells the Indian to “name your own price.”  Place a monetary value on the enchanted horse.  

How did you arrive at your price? 
7. The Indian admits that he has not constructed the horse but that he has received the horse in exchange for 

his only daughter and promises that he would never part with it, except for some object of equal value. 
      What is the value?  What object would be of equal value? 
8.    The monarch thinks that “it would not cost him much to part from the princess in order to gain such a  
       delightful toy.”  Why does he think that his daughter is expendable? 
9. The monarch decides that he needs to own “this Seventh Wonder of the World.”  What are the Wonders of         
       the World? 
10. When the prince disappears into the sky, the king asks the Indian, “Why did you not call him back when                  
you saw him disappearing?”  Answer. 
11. The king declares that if the prince has not returned safely within three months, the Indian will pay with his 
life.  Predict whether the prince will return safely within that time frame. (Later, as you continue reading,    de-
termine how long the prince is absent.) 
12. Instead of “losing his head,” the prince solves the problem of how to descend.  What does that tell the read-
ers about the prince? 
13. After the prince and the princess met, “the usual compliments passed between them.” Write those        
compliments. 
14. The prince declares his love to the princess by saying, “My life can only be happy when passed with you.” 
      Find song lyrics that express the same sentiment. 
15. Why do the prince and the princess leave secretly? 
   



16. Why does the prince opt to land at the Sultan’s county house instead of at the palace? 
17. The king asks the prince to “relate his adventures.”  Summarize the tale up to this point. 
18. The Sultan orders a celebration to include “a concert of drums, trumpets, and cymbals.” 

Hold your own concert. 
19. When the Indian hears that the prince returned with the princess, he plans revenge.  Predict 

the form of revenge. 
20. Why does the doorkeeper release the princess to the Indian? 
21. Why does the prince request “the dress of a dervish”? 
22. When the Sultan of Cashmere rescues the princess, she believes that he will “restore her to 

the prince without delay.”  The tale continues, “But a few hours were to undeceive her.”   
Explain what that sentence means. 

23. The princess feigns madness to avoid marriage to the Sultan of Cashmere.  Predict whether 
her plan will succeed. 

24. The Sultan of Cashmere writes a memorandum “containing full particulars of the princess’s 
madness, offering at the same time to pay the expenses of any physician who would come 
and see for himself a handsome reward to the one who should cure her.”  Write that memo-
randum.  What do you think the “handsome reward” will be? 

25. When the prince realizes that he had found the princess, “he set about devising a plan for 
her rescue.”  Predict what his plan will be. 

26. The prince is offended because the Sultan had “not had sufficient politeness even to ask her 
consent (for marriage).”  Was her consent necessary? 

27. The prince and the princess “consulted together over a plan by which she might be able to 
make her escape and return with him into Persia.”   What is their plan?  Will it succeed? 

28. When the Prince of Persia and the Princess of Bengal return to Persia, a marriage ceremony 
“as brilliant as possible” is planned.  Plan that ceremony. 

29. Why are the prince and the princess married in Persia and not in Bengal? 
30. What are the lessons of this tale? 
31. According to The Arabian Nights in English Literature,  “the Enchanted Horse (is) evi-

dently the original of the Horse of Chaucer.” (p. 5)  Research Chaucer’s writing to prove or 
to disprove that statement. 

 
 
   

  END 



Setting 
Characters 
Vocabulary 
Food 

Activities 
Discussions 

Morals 
Lessons 

“THE STORY OF TWO SISTERS WHO WERE JEALOUS OF THEIR YOUNGER SISTER” 
 
Setting: Persia, India 
Characters: Kosrouschah (Sultan of Persia), baker, head cook, intendant, Bahman, Perviz, Parizade, three    sis-
ters 
Vocabulary: faltered,  mortify, abode, intendant, mosque, jeers, prostrating, intrigues, oratory, implore, quest, 
resolutely, ascend, imbecile, sneered, clamour, lamentations, chaplet, audacity, avenge, tumult, vexing,      
javelins, reproved, vexation, repast 
Food: bread, stew, cucumbers 
 
For discussion: 
 
1. Why does Sultan Kosrouschah like to dress as a private citizen and to spy on the people? 
2. The three sisters each are “explaining what sort of men they wished to marry.”  Students should explain 

what sort of person they would like to marry. 
3. The third sister is described as “far the most beautiful of the three and had, besides, more sense than the 

other two.”  If students are tracking how women are portrayed, they should include this description.  Also, 
students should keep this description in mind as the story unfolds, particularly as how the lady’s “sense” 
becomes important. 

4. Why does the Sultan request the presence of the three ladies the next day? 
5. Why does the Sultan grant the three sisters’ requests for their choice of husbands?  Shouldn’t the baker and 

the head cook have a say in it, particularly since the custom leans towards men choosing their brides with 
the women having little or no say? (Teachers may want to refer to p. 156 where Sindbad says, “The king’s 
will was law.”) 

6. The tale refers to the “magnificence” of the Sultan’s wedding, while the “festivities of the baker and the 
head cook were only such as were suitable to their conditions.”  Research what those festivities would have 
entailed. 

7. The two sisters who marry the baker and the head cook “fell into a passion of jealousy, which in the end 
caused a great deal of trouble and pain to several people.”  Predict what kind of trouble and who was 
pained. 

8. The two sisters call the third a “little cat,” which is a derogatory term.  What other animals, such as hens, 
are sometimes used to describe women?  Are women considered to be “catty.”  Are men? 

9. After the birth of their little sister’s son, they placed the cradle in the canal.  Explain the Biblical reference. 
10. The two sisters inform the Sultan that the Sultana “had given birth to a puppy.”  Why would he believe 

that? 
11. After the intendant rescues the baby, he “saw quite well that it must have come from the royal palace, but 

he did not think it was his business to inquire further into the mystery.”  Why?  Isn’t that carrying 
“MYOB” to the extreme? 

12. The readers learn that the “same curious accident was repeated” both the second and the third years.  Does 
that mean that the Sultana gives birth to puppies two more times?  Why doesn’t the Sultana question the 
oddity of the births?  Why doesn’t she ask to see the babies?  Why doesn’t the Sultan ask to see the babies? 

13. After the third birth, the Sultan “commanded that the Sultana should be executed.”  Predict what will    
happen to her. 

 



14. The courtiers implore the Sultan to banish her instead.  What is her punishment?  Why is it 
so gross? 
15. Why does the intendant bring up the three children “as befitted their real rank”? 
16. Why is the princess educated along with her brothers?  Research the educational practices in 
the Middle East to determine whether males and females are educated equally. 
17. An old woman informs the princess that their country home lacks three things “to make it 
absolutely perfect.”  What do you think the three things are? 
18. As the princess tells her two brothers about the three items, she says, “and I shall never be 
content until I have got them.”  What character trait is she displaying?  Predict whether she will 
get them and whether she will, then, be content. 
19. As Prince Bahman prepares for the trip, he assures his sister that he will be safe. “Accidents 
only happen to unlucky people.”  Do you agree with his thinking? Use examples to support 
your premise. 
20. As he reaches Persia, Prince Bahman notices a “hideous old man with a long white      
moustache and beard that fell almost to his feet.  His nails had grown to an enormous length.”  
Research the Guinness Book of World Records for the longest moustache and nails. 
21. The old man hesitates to provide directions, as other men have asked directions and not   re-
turned.  What happened to them? 
22. Prince Bahman asks, “What danger can there be?”  Answer his question. 
23. Predict what will happen as Prince Bahman insists on directions. 
24. Why does the old man caution Prince Bahman to “pay no heed to the insulting voices, and, 
above all, of never turning his head”? 
25. When Prince Perviz and his sister realize that Prince Bahman will not return, Prince Perviz 
decides to look for him.  Predict what will happen. 
26. Is it important to the tale that the old man’s bag is “half full” of balls? 
27. Why does the princess disguise herself as a man for her travels?  Why does she opt to make 
the journey? 
28. When the princess reaches the old man, why doesn’t she ask about her brothers                
immediately? 
29. Note that the princess is the first to repeat the old man’s warnings.  What does that tell the 
readers about her? 
30. The princess plans to plug her ears with cotton.  Where will she get the cotton? 
31. The old man says that “it is possible that you may succeed.”  Predict whether she will, when 
many others before her have failed. 
32. The talking bird tells her, “Some day you will put me to the proof.”  What does that mean? 
33. Why doesn’t Princess Parisade ask the talking bird about her brothers first? 
34. What magic remedy releases the men from being black stones? Why does the talking bird 
give her that magical power? How do the men repay her? 
35. The tale mentions “all sorts of birds, such as nightingales, larks, thrushes, finches.” Use a 
bird book to determine what birds you think would be in her garden. 
36. Hunting, including big game hunting, is mentioned many times in this tale. Research and 
debate the pros and cons of hunting. 
37. The talking bird answers “that it was necessary that he (the Sultan) should see her (the   
princess), and everything would turn out for the best.”  Predict whether it will. What is the best? 
38. During dinner, the Sultan “led the conversation to various scientific subjects and also to  
history.”  List what scientific and historical topics might be discussed at dinner today. 



♦ Attend the APPR final event at the East Library on October 22 (See the flyer for details.) 
♦ Host your own storytelling festival. (See that section for ideas.) 
♦ Have students rewrite each story into 12-sentence stories (two sentences for each part of a 

short story.) 
♦ Have students select their favorite tale and explain why they picked that one. 
♦ Read and compare similar themes to tales from around the world. 
♦ Host a foods feast featuring foods from the Middle East. 
♦ Create your own versions of “Jeopardy” or “Who Wants To Be a Millionaire”with the 

questions based on Arabian Nights.  (Recently, a $50,000 question on “Millionaire” asked, 
“In “Aladdin” there was the genie of the lamp and what other genie?”  The contestant did 
not know that the answer was  the genie of the ring.) 

♦ Attend a performance of Arabian Nights sponsored by Manitou Arts Theatre or by UCCS 
Theatreworks.  (See the flyer for more details.) 

♦ Perform your own version of Arabian Nights. (Visit www.ppld.org to see the elementary 
section for suggestions.) 

♦ Hold you own art show featuring artwork of scenes from Arabian Nights. 

 
CULMINATING EVENTS 



    Storytelling 
 
 
 An activity highly encouraged as part of All Pikes Peak Reads 2005 is for 
schools to hold their own storytelling festivals. 
 
 Oral tradition is a method of transmitting history, literature, and law from one 
generation to the next in a story without a writing system. (Wikipedia)  Most families 
have stories passed down from one generation to the next generation. 
 

“The first stories told of our place in society and culture through elaborate 
genealogical inventories. . . It is said that in many early and oral tradition-based cultures, 
the poet was the most important member of the community, since he or she knew all of 
the words, and all of the stories which the words made, and therefore they knew the order 
in which the society existed. In pre-Christian Ireland, for example, the poet was in a 
special status right next to the king.  In battle, kings could be killed, but the killing of a 
poet was considered to be the worse sacrilege.”  (http://cotati.sjsu.edu) 

 
“Do you know the song ‘Ring Around the Rosie’?  Did you know that this song is 

about the people who died of the bubonic plague in 16th-century England?  This story, 
now a cultural memory, has been passed down through a children’s song for centuries. 
This is one example of oral tradition.  Before the invention of written language and 
before the advent of widespread literacy, oral tradition was much more of a daily 
presence in people’s lives than it is in our world today.  Nowadays, popular forms of 
storytelling in Western culture include movies and television.” (www.si.umich.edu) 

 
Storytelling should not be a lost art.  Students can be particularly adept at oral 

tradition. It is an art that can be learned.  For a fee, local storyteller Greg Denman visits 
area schools to present instructions in storytelling.  The format he uses is attached and is 
used with his permission.  For additional information, see the resources pages. 
 
 Additional information can be obtained from a wealth of resources.  For example, 
storyarts has a detailed website, including suggestions for types of storytelling events:  

• storytellers on tour 
•  1001 Nights Festival 
•   A Picture is Worth a Thousand Words 
• A Story Treasure Hunt 
• Old Time Radio Show 
• Finding Stories in Songs 
• Story Circle 
• Local Historians 
• Collecting Family Stories 
• Puzzle Tale: Putting the Pieces Together 
• Front Door: An Imaginary Journey 
• Chain Sentence 



• Describing a Stone 
• Spontaneous Poetry 
• The Autobiography of Anything 
• Devising Plot Structures: Creating New Tales 
• Proverbs: Wisdom Tales Without the Plot 
• Creating Personal Fables 
• Storytelling Festival Day 
• Art History is Filled with Stories. 

 
The event tied in with Arabian Nights is the “1001 Nights Festival.”  “This is a 

continuing storytelling session in which a story is begun and then left open-ended at a 
crucial point.  The next day the story is completed and a new one begun and left 
open-ended at an exciting moment.  Stories could be selected from The Tales of the 
Arabian Nights and told in this fashion, as in the style of Shahrazad, its great 
storyteller.” (www.storyarts.org) 

 
This  author Heather Forest is also a storyteller.  She writes that storytelling can 

support diverse curriculum areas, including science, math, and social studies.  She 
also says, “Since folktales are metaphorical by nature, they have been used 
traditionally as a teaching device by cultures around the globe.”  APPR encourages 
the analysis of folktales from around the world and comparison of these tales 
with similar themes and issues found in Nights. 

 
Michigan.gov suggests these connections for disciplines other than 

English/Language Arts: 
 
Science: When developing and testing a hypothesis about the archetypal creation 

myth, students may compare that process to one used during scientific 
experimentation. 

 
Social Studies: When students study the origin of oral literature, they can examine 

the cultural and historical implications of its development. 
 
That site also provides these focus questions: 
 
1. How are the characteristics from the oral tradition shared in literature? 
2. What archetypal plots, themes, and characters transcend time and place? 
3. Why do authors use recurring themes from ancient literature, and what do they 

offer to contemporary readers? 
 
That same site also suggests as one of the assessment tasks that students “using 

the writing process, adapt and rewrite an ancient folktale (e. g., A Thousand and One 
Nights) for presentation to an audience. 

 



Ideas for storytelling can come from a variety of sources whether it be a retelling 
of an existing story or ones that belong to individuals.  Enjoy your own storytelling 
festival! 

 
 
  



MAGIC/FANTASY 
   AND HARRY POTTER 
                                  CHARACTER DEVELOPMENT 
 
READ MYTHS WITH THE EYES OF WONDER: THE 
MYTHS, TRANSPARENT TO THEIR UNIVERSAL 
MEANING, THEIR MEANING TRANSPARENT TO ITS 
MYSTERIOUS SOURCE. 
          -the first of Joseph Campbell’s “Ten Commandments of Reading Mythology” 
  

Discussing character traits, the resemblance of Nights to other fantasy literature, 
including the Harry Potter novels, delves the reader further into the preponderance of 
fantasy literature and myths.  It seems that this discussion, too, becomes “nested.” 

 
According to the foremost mythologist of our day, Joseph Campbell, who wrote 

the book, The Hero With a Thousand Faces, “whatever the name or face: Achilles, 
Odysseus, Telemachus, Oedipus, Beowulf, Captains Kirk, Picard, Janeway, Sisko, or 
Luke Skywalker and even Darth Vader, the quest and the adventure is the same.  The 
Hero must undergo a series of adventures that ‘make his day’ and save the home, nation, 
planet, or galaxy from destruction – in other words, confront evil and attempt to defeat 
it.” (stjohns) 
  
 Although the article refers to Star Wars, the definition also applies to the Nights. 
“In mythology, the hero’s journey begins with the “call to adventure.” (Think of 
Sinbad.)  Destiny’s herald is usually someone or something fairly ordinary. . . A hero 
first must encounter “threshold guardians” who block the way to adventure. (What were 
the blocks in Sinbad’s paths?) 
 
 The article continues saying, “The hero must leave his familiar life behind to 
begin a journey from childhood to adulthood and to a life-transformation.” Think of 
Aladdin.  “Like traditional knights, Han and Luke don armour to accomplish their first 
hero deed – ‘princess rescue.’” Which tales include “princess rescue”? 
 
 The article further reads, “In the end, good triumphs over evil, and the heroes are 
recognized for their deeds of valor.” Which tales follow this pattern? 
 
 “. . .the hero’s journey becomes a long and perilous path of trials, test, and ordeals 
that bring important moments of illumination and understanding.  Again and again, along 
the way, monsters and barriers must be passed.” Which tales follow this course? 
 



The high school curriculum guides refers to the influence of Arabian Nights in 
English literature.  Therefore, it was most interesting that Neilson also makes that point: 
“Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, as the rest of the series, brings to mind the 
beginnings of English literature with the 10th century poem ‘Beowulf.”  A hero wounds 
the monster, Grendel.  He pursues Grendel’s mother, a witch, to her cave, where he 
beheads both Grendel and the witch.  Those cognizant of the early morality plays will 
recognize the ‘sermons’ to Harry by Dumbledore, just in case the reader has missed the 
message.  You may also compare the ‘good and the evil’ character development of the 
Potter novels to those of Chaucer and Shakespeare.  Of course, Dumbledore is the 
reincarnation of a much more positive and constructive Merlin.” 

 
Similarly, Harry Potter and Cedric Diggory are compared to the Knights of the 

Round Table from King Arthur.  The Triwizard Tournament in Goblet of Fire links the 
competitors to the legends of King Arthur and the Round Table. According to Colbert, 
The Goblet of Fire is more than a little similar to another powerful goblet that has 
launched tournaments and battler: the Holy Grail. “This is the cup from which Jesus 
Christ drank at the Last Supper.  Though sometimes depicted as a shining silver goblet, 
the Holy Grail, being the cup of a poor carpenter, would probably have been made of 
wood – like the Goblet of Fire.  To drink from it is to be miraculously healed.  And like 
the Goblet, it can sense whether or not a person is worthy. . .In Harry’s world the final 
task of the Triward Tournament is also to literally find a Grail, in this case the Triwizard 
Cup, and to win it for Hogwarts.  And just as the Grail in Athurian legend is found by 
Galahad, son of Lancelot, because his soul is completely pour, Harry and Cedric succeed 
in reaching the Cup through strength of character as much as wizarding skill. (Colbert) 

 
Many of the fantastic beasts in the Harry Potter novels originated in legends. 

According to Colbert, “Many of the creatures in the textbook, Fantastic Beasts and 
Where to Find Them, are known in our world, as well as Harry’s even if they are 
legendary.  He provides some examples: 

Red Cap – This creature has long existed in the legends of England and Scotland. 
Ramora – This fish (remora) actually exists and has the power to stop ships. Pliny 

the Elder in the first century A. D., claimed the ship of Marc Antony was anchored by 
remoras during the Battle of Actium, causing him to lose the battle and changing the 
course of Roman history. 

Hippocampus – a sea horse which got its name from the Greek word for horse and 
sea monster.  The chariot of the Greek sea-god Poseidon is pulled by hippocamps. 

Salamander – “fire-dwelling” lizards that live “only as long as the fire from which 
they sprang burns.”  The legend dates back thousands of years.  The Greek philosopher 
Aristotle wrote in the fourth century BC that “the fact that certain animals cannot be 
burnt is evidenced by the salamander, which puts out a fire by crawling through it.” 

Erkling – an evil creature in the Black Forest of Germany that tries to snatch 
children. J. K. Rowling transposed a few letters in the name of the Erl King or Erl Konig 
(elf king) of German legend. 

Chimaera – a monster with the head of a lion, the body of a goat, and the tail of a 
dragon or serpent (from early Greek legend). 

Kelpie – a Celtic water demon usually seen as a horse with mane of green rushes 



Selkies and Merrows – specific sorts of merpeople known in Britain (Colbert) 
 

Many students will have read or listened to or watched the movie versions of 
Harry Potter.   Although there is controversy surrounding the Harry Potter novels, 
there’s also a lot of clamor and praise.  The statistics of the sales of these novels are 
outstanding: 
 
Harry Potter and 
the Sorcerer’s 
Stone 

Harry Potter and 
the Chamber of 
Secrets 

Harry Potter and 
the Prisoner of 
Azkaban 

Harry Potter and 
the Goblet of 
Fire 

Harry Potter 
and the Order 
of the Phoenix 

Harry Potter and 
the Half-Blood 
Prince 
 

September 
1998 

June 1999 September 
1999 

July 2000 June 2003 July 2005 
 

309 pages 353 pages 448 pages 734 pages 870 pages 672 pages 
 

26 million in 
print 

24 million in 
print 

19 million in 
print 

18 million in 
print 

16 million in 
print  

10.8 (first 
printing) 
 

  
 Patti Thorn, book editor for The Rocky Mountain News, responds in her column 

on August 6, 2005, to a letter to the editor, complaining about all of the Harry Potter 
hype.   “She was upset that adults camped out bookstores to be the first to buy the new 
novel, that Rowling’s books have succeeded while others have not, and she was glad that 
the series was about to end because she was sick of hearing about it.”  Thorn replies, “I 
see her point.  There’s global warming, terrorism, nuclear proliferation – not to mention 
Brittany Spears – all of which take a back seat to the annoyances of Harry Potter.” She 
then takes on each complaint in order.  “Too much hype: You wanna talk about hype? 
Let’s talk about the hype of Star Wars, Batman, War of the World . . .Let’s talk about the 
hype over Jennifer Aniston and Brad Pitt’s breakup.  Or the ink wasted on Tom Cruise . . 
. I for one was thrilled that, for once, the hype involved a book. . .Harry Promotes 
Satanism: Pope Benedict XVI isn’t happy with Harry.  He thinks the books offer “subtle 
seductions” that can corrupt the faith of young Christians. . . He should look at the big 
picture: Rowling has created a moral universe in which good is battling for supremacy 
over evil, in which someone who murders weakens their own soul, in which love is the 
greatest force of all. . .It’s Just a Fad.  Sales have slumped for Harry merchandise.  It 
seems that kids just wanted the books.”  (J. K. Rowling is now listed as a billionaire – the 
first author to achieve that status.) 

 
Many parallels between the Harry Potter novels and Arabian Nights can be made.  

Discuss with students what similarities they find.  For example, Sirius Black changed 
into his dog form.  In Nights, people are changed into dogs.  Another example is the 
hippogriffs in HP.  There are flying horses in Nights.  Have students identify which 
tales. 

 
According to Character Education: The Legacy of the Harry Potter Novels by 

Stefan Neilson, note the word “act” is contained within the word “character.”  Character 



is used as the manner of distinguishing between “good” and “evil.”  Aristotle’s principle 
of a prudent person is that right reason rules the thing to be done. (Neilson) 
 
 A subsection from this book is entitled, “Understanding Diversity: the four genies 
in a bottle.  “Understanding diversity is how we optimize the way we think, feel, and 
communicate with others and ourselves.  Sometimes we want to create and think, so we 
bring up the Planner Part of Self; at other times we want to lead and get results, so we 
bring up the Builder Part of Self; at other times, we want companionship and the 
knowledge of the heart, so we bring up the Relater Part of Self; at still other times, we 
want action, fun, and excitement, so we bring up the Adventurer Part of Self.  Think of 
the Native American story of the angry and gentle god inside and how the strongest is the 
one fed the most.  Taking that a step further, think of us as having four genies in our 
Aladdin’s Lamp.  Which one is the strongest? The one we “rub” the most. (Neilson) 
 
 A feature written by Douglas Brown in The Denver Post on July 10, 2005, was 
entitled “Our hunt for heroes” with these subtitles:  A new “Harry Potter” book. “Star 
Wars III.” “Batman Begins.” Now “Beowulf”? Clearly, we’re starved for good-guy 
myths.  According to Brown, “Myths, both the stories themselves and their structures, 
long have guided a large swath of entertainment.  They take tangles of desires, faults and 
ideals we all share and mold them into something tangible and coherent, delivering sense, 
purpose, and direction.  They persist, because they help make sense of the human 
condition.” 
 
Discussion: Do you agree with Douglas Brown’s premise that Americans are starved for 
good-guy myths?  If so, why do you think that is?   
 
Discussion:  Give examples from modern media of “the tangles of desires, faults and 
ideals we all share and (which were) molded into something tangible and coherent, 
delivering sense, purpose, and direction.”  Be specific.  Then, provide specific examples 
from Arabian Nights that do the same. 
 
 According to Philip Nel, a Kansas State University English professor, “Harry 
Potter’ merely reminds us of our deep connection to myth.” (Brown)  Additionally, Amy 
Sturgis, a myth scholar at Belmot University in Nashville, Tenn., says, “Harry Potter and 
a long line of other cultural touchstones – from the medieval epic poem ‘Beowulf’ to the 
cinematic tales of Luke Skywalker – are ‘linked.’ There are certain aspects – the quest, 
the coming of age, the hero on a journey – that we see over and over again.” (Brown) 
 
 “While artists have toyed with myth for a long time, America’s 21st century has 
been particularly awash in it, with a bulk of the age’s signature entertainment events 
reveling in myth.  This year alone began with “Star Wars: Episode III – Revenge of the 
Sith” in the spring, followed by “Batman Begins” last June.  Then, came the next Harry 
Potter book in July to be quickly trailed by the film adaptation of the fourth Harry Potter 
book in November.  In December, Hollywood unveils its go at “The Lion, the Witch, and 
the Wardrobe,” the first of yet another seven-volume wallow in fantasy, The Chonicles of 



Narnia.  If the film triumphs at the box office, expect to see the rest of the Narnia books 
in theaters.”  (Brown) 
 
 “Why the overflowing cauldron of myths?  As in just about every other recent 
turn in American culture, some peg at least part of the change on the terrorist attacks of 
September 11, 2001.  The events of that day have bonded Americans more tightly to 
elements of mythical stories than in recent generations, says Bradley Birzer, a J. R. R. 
Tolkein scholar at Hillsdale College in Michigan.  The attacks ‘really shaped our need for 
heroism.  I see that when I go out and speak to audiences,’ he says. “It’s one of those 
things that woke us up.  For how long, I’m not sure.’” (Brown) 
 
Discussion: Brown says that the terrorists’ attacks shape our need for heroism.  How 
long to you think that need will exist?  Do you think that England (London, specifically) 
and Egypt have the same need for heroes?  
 
 Birzer added, “Myth takes us back to something that is larger than ourselves, and 
yet we’re a part of it ourselves.”  Lana Whited, author of the book, The Ivory Tower and 
Harry Potter, said, “I would suggest that the recent glut of hero myths might suggest that, 
in a post-September 11 world, our need for these myths is on the rise.” (Brown) 
 Mary Pharr, an English professor at Florida Southern College, believes that “the 
terrorist attacks may have exacerbated our interest in heroes and myths, but the path was 
established long before.  It has something to do with the notion that all of us need 
something beyond the hardness of our reality.  As our reality has grown more tangled 
and difficult – red state and blue state – we look more for heroes in fantasy.  I think this is 
where we get our comfort.  Our turn to fantasy well predates September 11.” (Brown) 
 
Discussion/Activity: 
 
1. Read the entire article online. 
2. Do you agree with the author and/or with the scholars quoted?  Why or why not? 
3. Following their line of thinking, it is conceivable (but not probable) that the Nights 
could be in movie theatres again.  Do you think that would be a good idea?  Would it be a 
blockbuster?   
4. Write the script of Nights to be made into a movie. 
 
 
 According to Scholastic’s website (www.scholastic.com), “much of what is 
classified as high fantasy has as its central theme the classic struggle of good over evil. . . 
The setting of a fantasy must be made clear, if the reader is to more fully enter into the 
story.  Many great fantasies begin with a very realistic, sometimes mundane, setting 
before transporting the reader to the more fantastic setting and then returning to the more 
realistic setting at later points in the story.  Sometimes the contrast between the two 
settings underscores the changes experienced by the main character.” 
 
Discussion:  Which other fantasy novels (besides the Harry Potters) are written in this 
way? Are the Arabian Nights written in this method? 



 
Characterization is also key to novels, as the authors try to bring the characters alive for 
the readers. 
 
Discussion/Activity: Besides Harry Potter himself, who was your favorite character in 
the HP novels? Which character did you find most interesting? Why? What details did 
Rowling provide that made that character come alive in your mind in all his or her 
complexity? Did you learn more about the character from his or her words, appearance, 
or actions? Did your first impressions of the character remain unaltered or did you change 
your opinion of the character as the story progressed? Do any of the characters remind 
you of someone you know? (Scholastic)  Now, answer those same questions in reference 
to tales from the Nights. 
 
Discussion/Activity: According to Neilson, celebrating life is powerful.  Consider the 
celebrations in Harry Potter.  For example, in Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, the 
celebrations include Dudley’s birthday, celebrations at Hogwarts and Harry’s 
participation.  List the celebrations in the novels.  What are at least seven ingredients in 
making a successful celebration? (Neilson)  Then, list the celebrations (feasts) in The 
Arabian Nights.  Do they also have the seven ingredients for a successful celebration? 
 
Activity: Develop a positive web site, describing concrete, positive behaviors found in 
the Harry Potter novels (Neilson) and in the tales from Arabian Nights. 
 
Discussion:  Define the basic issues involved in distinguishing good from evil. “Lord 
Voldemort and his followers killed Harry’s parents, as well as many good and just 
persons. Harry was marked with a scar and was saved from death by the love and courage 
of his mother.  Lord Voldemort could not die; his name translated from French is ‘cheater 
of death.’ He always rises up to try and kill his nemesis, Harry.  The parallel between 
Voldemort and terrorists are obvious.  America rises above evil only by the love and 
courage of its people.  The destruction of the innocent by the terrorists may be halted, but 
only temporarily, if the necessary precautions are not taken.  The price of freedom is 
vigilance.  The challenge for today’s youth is the preservation of our way of life, just like 
it was for generations past.  Unlike the past, the battle will take on new forms and faces, 
but it will always require courage.” (Neilson) 
 
After reading the Harry Potter novels and Arabian Nights, do you have a different 
understanding of good and evil? 
 
Discussion: Are today’s youth ready to preserve the American way of life?  What is the 
American way of life?  What does each generation need to do to preserve the American 
way of life? 
 
Discussion/Activity:  “Giants of courage include Amelia Earhart, early aviatrix who 
challenged conventional limits by attempting to fly solo around the world; to Chuck 
Yeager, the test pilot who extended the limits of manned flight; to Jacques Cousteau, 



scientist and oceanographer, whose daring undersea explorations expanded our 
understanding of the depths of the oceans.” (Neilson) 
 
Form teams in accordance with the four houses of Hogwarts: Gryffindor (brave and 
daring), Hufflepuff (loyal and hardworking), Slytherin (cunning and sly), and Ravenclaw 
(wise and witty).  Each team defends its house’s behaviors as the most important for 
being courageous in situations. (Neilson)  If the tales in Nights could be divided into four 
sections, what would the four sections be?  How would the behaviors be listed? (e. g., one 
section might be the tales where people are transformed into animals) 
 
 According to an article published in The Denver Post on July 12, 2005, staff 
writer Joan Gandy says that “more mature topics simmering below Harry Potter’s 
surface” would be discussed at a Harry Potter symposium.  She quoted Philip Nel, 
associate professor in the Department of English at Kansas State University. “The books 
deal with some very grown-up issues, such as racism, classism, and the moral use of 
power.  The central villain in the book is a villain because he’s a bigot.  Voldemort 
believes that only pureblood witches and wizards deserve full rights in society.  In 
contrast, the good characters judge you by the choices you make, not the family into 
which you are born.” 
 
Discussion:  Philip Nel could have been talking about the Nights when he said that the 
books deal with some very grown-up issues, such as racism, classism, and the moral use 
of power.  Where in the Nights are examples of those grown-up issues?  Compare them 
with the same issues brought up in the Harry Potter novels. 
 
 According to David Colbert, the author of The Magical Worlds of Harry Potter: A 
Treasury of Myths, Legends, and Fascinating Facts, “It seems that Harry, for all his 
unique qualities, is a very familiar hero.  He is, from the very start of Stone, what readers 
might call a legendary Lost Prince or Hidden Monarch – just like Oedipus, Moses, King 
Arthur, and countless others in every culture.  He never knew he was a wizard – or even 
that the magical world existed – before receiving the letter inviting him to Hogwarts.”   
 
The Harry with a Thousand Faces 
 
 Colbert writes, “Harry’s adventures also follow a familiar pattern.  Scholar Joseph 
Campbell wrote at length about ‘The Hero with a Thousand Faces.’ The common 
character central to cultures all over the world.  From Odysseus of ancient Greek myth to 
Luke Skywalker of Star Wars, these heroes and their legends bear a striking similarity. 
Harry makes it a thousand and one. 
 “Campbell summarized those stories this way: A hero ventures forth from the 
world of common day into a region of supernatural and decisive victory is won.  The hero 
comes back from this mysterious adventure with the power to bestow boons on his fellow 
man.” 
 



 Colbert also writes that “the hero’s journey has three stages, which Campbell 
labels Departure, Initiation, and Return.  Within those stages are common themes.  A 
glance at any of the books reveals evidence of the pattern: 
 
1. Departure 
 
The hero is called to adventure.  As Campbell describes it, the hero is first seen in our 
everyday world.  He is beginning a new stage in life.  A herald may arrive to announce 
that destiny has summoned the hero.  The very start of Stone fits this design.  Harry is 
suffering a dreary life with the Dursleys when he learns a place is waiting for him at 
Hogwarts.  Because the Dursleys have intercepted previous letters, Hagrid arrived to 
collect him.  Harry continues to spend summers with the Dursleys, so later books also 
begin with Harry in the ordinary world. 
 
Discussion:  Discuss the heroes call to adventures in Nights.   Do those heroes fit 
Campbell’s description of being seen first in the everyday world?  Are they at a new 
stage of life?   
 

An editorial by John Temple, editor of The Rocky Mountain News, was published 
on July 23, 2005.  Temple discusses the differences between Canadians and Americans 
He wrote, “The distance between my native land and my adopted home sometimes seems 
great.  If you haven’t heard, anti-Americanism has replaced hockey as the national sport 
north of the 49th parallel. In so many ways, the countries are moving in their own 
directions.  Differences over Iraq and gay marriage and marijuana and health care define 
the fault lines.  But sometimes those big issues can distract from the ties that bind us 
more closely than America’s critics in Canada would like to admit.  Take books, for 
example.  I can report that our neighbors to the north seemed as swept up by all things 
Harry Potter as folks in Denver.” 
 
 He ends his editorial by stating, “I realized from my trip how much I still love my 
former country.  But, I also realized how much I’ve come to embrace the values of my 
new home. Banning reading? Why, that’s un-American.” 
 
Discussion/Activity: 
1. Read the entire editorial online. 
2. What is his point?  
3. Why is he concerned that a Canadian judge had banned a newspaper from publishing a 
review of the new Harry Potter novel?  Why would a judge do that? 
4. For more of a discussion of book banning, see the high school section.  However, the 
Harry Potter novels have been on the American Library Association’s list of the most 
frequently banned books.  Why would the Harry Potter novels be on that list? 
 
 
 
 
 



Activities regarding Character are scattered throughout the curriculum guides. 
However, some suggestions are included here. 
 
1. Have students track the character traits and the flaws throughout the tales.  Students 
should make a chart to determine how often the traits and the flaws are reflected in the 
tales.  See a sample chart in the middle school curriculum. 
2. Research Character Counts at www.charactercounts.org.  These are their six pillars: 
 
 Trustworthiness (blue like “true blue”) – Be honest. Don’t deceive, cheat or 
 steal.  Be reliable  - do what you say you’ll do. Have the courage to do the right  

thing. Build a good reputation. Be loyal – stand by your family, friends, and 
country. 
 
Respect (yellow or gold like the “Golden Rule”) – Treat others with respect.   
Follow the Golden Rule.  Be tolerant of differences. Use good manners, not bad 
language. Be considerate of the feelings of others.  Don’t threaten, hit, or hurt 
anyone.  Deal peacefully with anger, insults, and disagreements. 
 
Responsibility (green – as in being responsible for a garden or finances; or as in 
being solid and reliable like an oak) Do what you are supposed to do.  Persevere. 
Keep on trying! Always do your best.  Use self-control. Be self-disciplined. Think  
before you act – consider the consequences. Be accountable for your choices. 
 
Fairness (orange – like dividing an orange into equal sections to share fairly with 
friends) Play by the rules. Take turns and share.  Be open-minded; listen to others. 
Don’t take advantage of others. Don’t blame others carelessly.  
 
Caring (red – like a heart) Be kind. Be compassionate and show you care.  
Express gratitude. Forgive others. Help people in need. 
 
Citizenship (purple – as in the regal purple representing the state) Do your share 
to make your school and community better.  Cooperate. Get involved in 
community affairs. Stay informed. Be a good neighbor. Obey laws and rules. 
Respect authority. Protect the environment. 
 

Using large sheets of paper (poster-board size), list each of the six pillars on a separate 
sheet of paper and have students write the character pillar, the tale’s title, and the specific 
example of characters portraying that characteristic.  (See sample chart.) 
 

 
 

 
    
 
 
 



Thoughts for a Discussion 
 
 Since the high school section includes “The Man in the Mirror” poem, a similar 
theme is included here for younger students to discuss and to consider. 
 
  Be careful of your thoughts 
  For your thoughts become your words. 
  Be careful of your words 
  For your words become your actions. 
  Be careful of your actions 
  For your actions become your habits. 
  Be careful of your habits  
  For your habits become your character. 
  Be careful of your character 
  For your character becomes your destiny. 

- Anonymous 
 
Discuss this poem in relation to the themes identified for Arabian Nights. 
 
 Discuss these quotations, entitled “Wisdom of the Wizards of the World” from  
Character Education: The Legacy of the Harry Potter Novels”: 
 
1. There’s none so blind as those who will not see. – Proverb 
2. Know thyself. – Socrates 
3. Be a friend to yourself and others will be so too. – Anonymous 
4. There is a magnet in your heart that will attract true friends 
 That magnet is unselfishness, thinking of others first . . . 
 When you learn to live for others, they will live for you. 

- Yevgeny Yevtushenko 
5. The thing that impresses me most about America is the way parents obey their 
children. 

- Edward VIII, Duke of Windsor 
6. I know that there are people in this world who do not love their fellow man, 
    and I hate people like that! – Tom Lehrer 
7. What’s done to children, they will do to society. – Karl Menninger 
8. Courage is rightly esteemed as the first of human qualities, because it is the quality  
which guarantees all the others. – Winston Churchill 
9. The courage we desire and prize is not the courage to die decently, but to live 
manfully. – Thomas Carlyle 
10. Superstition, bigotry, and prejudice, ghosts though they are, cling tenaciously to life; 
they are shades armed with tooth and claw.  They must be grappled with unceasingly, for 
it is a fateful part of human destiny that it is condemned to wage perpetual war against 
ghosts. – Victor Hugo from Les Miserable 
11. Character is what you are in the dark. – Dwight L. Moody 
12. All cruelty springs from weakness. – Seneca 



13. A man’s reach should exceed his grasp, or what’s a heaven for? – Alfred Lord 
Tennyson 
14. There is a time to let things happen and a time to make things happen. – Hugh Prather 
 
  
 

A discussion of myths, legends, fables, and fantasy also leads into science fiction. 
“The ancient Arab world is credited with the development of alchemy.  The name comes 
from the Arab term al-kimia (the transformation of metals), which also gives us the word 
“chemistry.”  Alchemy’s origins go back even further.  The Arab term was borrowed 
from ancient Greek and seems to have first appeared in Egypt.  There is also evidence of 
alchemy in ancient China and India. (Colbert) 
 
 “For over one hundred years, science fiction stories and films have stimulated the 
imaginations of many scientists in the forefront of discovery, encouraged young people to 
choose the sciences as a career, and shaped our visions and expectation of future space 
travel.  Among all of these science fiction tales, the Star Wars triology has proven to be a 
very special inspiration. . . Underneath the flash and dazzle of special effects is the myth , 
a shape-shifting realm where heroes, monsters, wizards, and magic dwell in labyrinths of 
discovery.” (st.johns) 
 
 To incorporate science actually into Harry Potter, readers are referred to The 
Science of Harry Potter by Roger Highfield. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The True Caliph of the Arabian Nights 
 
 
Not many of the great figures of early Islamic history are widely known in the 

Western world today.  The achievements of caliphs, such as the Umayyad Abd al-Malik 
(685-705) or the second Abbasid caliph Mansur (754-75), in consolidating their 
respective holds over the Muslim world and establishing administrative systems that 
maintained their vast empires are virtually unknown outside the ranks of specialists in 
early Islamic history.  Most people are aware that Arab Muslim civilization enjoyed a 
“golden age” in early medieval times, but the men and the women who led and who 
dominated this world are virtually forgotten. 

 
There is, however, one exception to this, the Abbasid caliph Harun al-Rashid 

(786-809).  A contemporary of Charlemagne, his caliphate stretched from modern 
Tunisia through Egypt, Syria, and Iraq to Iran and ex-Soviet Central Asia, Oman, Yemes, 
and much of modern Pakistan were in his domains.  The title “caliph” comes from the 
Arabic khalifa meaning the deputy of God on earth. (Kennedy) 

 
 



     Arabic Cuisine 
 
 Originally, Arab food was the food of the desert nomads.  Therefore, it was 
simple and portable.  Nomads stopped in oases and in settle farming area to get some of 
their food, such as flour for bread, fruits and vegetables, and spices.  They brought 
animals with them to provide meat and milk. They cooked over campfires. 
 
 During the early Middle Ages, Islamic empires spread from the Atlantic Ocean to 
India.  The World of Islam (Dar al-Islam) would continue to expand to other areas of the 
world in later centuries.  An exchange of foods from these vast territories was possible. 
And most Muslims now dwelt in villages, town, and large cities.  No longer was “Arab” 
food only that of the desert nomads. (www.sfusd.k12.ca.us) 
 
 As the caravans journeyed throughout the Middle East, new seasonings and 
vegetables were discovered and added to the existing repertoire. Each new discovery was 
incorporated into the diet in quantities palatable to a particular tribe – a fact that many 
cooks believe is responsible for the anomalies found in some Arabic dishes today. 
 
 The nomadic Bedouin influence is broadened by other cuisines from the Arab 
world, notably from Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, and Egypt, resulting in a highly diverse 
food and drink culture. 
 
 Lebanese contributions have been the greatest influence on modern Middle 
Eastern cuisine, in no small part due to the entrepreneurship of the Lebanese that has 
helped to spread Arabic cuisine throughout the world from its centre in the Levant in 
such areas as Aleppo, Damascus, Beirut, and Nablus.  Lebanese culinary influence and 
business skills provide the framework for the exotic cuisine recognized internationally as 
Arabic. 
 
 Hospitality in the Arab world is second to none, and nowhere is it better 
expressed than in the age-old custom of serving freshly brewed coffee or mint tea to 
every guest, whether the gathering be business or social. 
 
 The foreigner who takes time to learn and to experiment with this excellent 
cuisine will be immediately won over and rewarded with many wonderful surprises.  
Arabic food can rival any international gastronomy for originality and good taste; and, 
because it basically comprises simple, natural, and easily digested foods, it ranks high in 
nutritional value with today’s fitness-conscious society. (www.arab.net/cuisine/) 
 
 
 
 
 
 



   Glossary of Arabic Cuisine 
 
Arabic Bread (Khubz, Arabi, pita) 
 Flat, round bread, which can be easily split to make a sandwich or broken apart 
and used as a utensil for scooping food. 
 
Arayess 
 Deep-friend lamb sandwich 
 
Ataif (gatayef, kataif) 
 Small pancakes stuffed with nuts or cheese and doused with syrup 
 
Baba Ghanoush 
 Char-grilled eggplant, tahina, olive oil, lemon juice, and garlic puree – served as a 
dip 
 
Baharat (bjar) 
 Arabic mixed spices 
 
Bamia 
 Baby okra and lamb in tomato stew 
 
Baklawa (baklava) 
 Dessert of layered pastry filled with nuts and steeped in honey-lemon syrup – 
usually cut into triangular or diamong shapes 
 
Basboosa 
 Semolina tart soaked with syrup 
 
Beans and Grains 
 The nomads traded for beans and grains to add to their diet.  Chickpeas (also 
called garbanzo beans), fava beans, and lentils were dried and carried on the nomads’ 
trips. 
 
Bukhari Rice 
 Lamb and rice stir-fried with onion, lemon, carrot, and tomato paste 
 
Burghul (bulghur wheat, bulgar) 
 Parboiled and dried wheat kernels processed into grain, used in tabbouleh and 
mixed with lamb in kibbeh 
 
Camel Meat and Milk 
 The nomads also ate camel met and drank camel milk. 
 
Cardamom 



 Aromatic spice, member of the ginger family, used to flavour Arabic coffee, 
yoghurt, and stews 
 
Cheese and Yogurt 
 Feta cheese is made from goat milk.  The nomads also got milk from camels and 
made “camel” cheese.  Yogurt is also made from milk.  It originated with the Turkish and 
Mongol peoples. 
 
Citrus Fruits 
 Originated in Mesopotamia – India 8000 years ago Includes lemons, limes, 
oranges, grapefruits 
 
Coffee 
 Coffee was discovered about 400 B. C., probably in Ethiopia and spread rapidly 
to the Arabian peninsula. Coffee has a mild stiumulant (caffeine) and is enjoyed in Arab 
lands.  Offering a cup of coffee to a guest is part of Middle Eastern hospitality. 
 
Coriander (cilantro) 
 Lacy, green-leaf relative of the parsley family with an extremely pungent flavour 
akin to a combination of lemon, sage, and caraway. 
 
Dates 
 One of the most important foods of the Middle East.  These fruits come from the 
date palm tree which grows in the hottest deserts near oases. 
 
Dried Fruits, Nuts, and Olives 
 Dried fruits, such as raisins, apricots, figs, etc., and nuts were brought on trips. 
Olives were also eaten. 
 
Ejje 
 Arabic omelette 
Falafel 
 Small deep-fried patties made of highly spiced ground chick-peas 
 
Fatayer 
 Pastry pockets filled with spinach, meat, or cheese 
 
Fattoush 
 Salad of toasted croutons, cucumbers, tomatoes, and mint 
 
Flat bread (pita bread) 
 Flat bread was made along the caravan routes and in their camps. It is made from 
wheat flour, water, and a little salt.  The dough can be flattened and shaped by hand like a 
tortilla and put on a flat pan over a fire. 
  
 



Foul (ful) 
 Slow-cooked mash of brown beans and red lentils, dressed with lemon, olive oil, 
and cumin. 
 
 
Fruits 
Bananas - China – India. Brought to Palestine about 650 by Arab conquerors 
Apricots – China – Mesopotamia.  Grown in the Hanging Gardens of Babylon 
Figs – Garden of Eden, Mesopotamia 
Pomegranates – Iran to India 
Persian melon – Persia 
Cantaloupe – Persia 
Eggplant – India or China 
 
 
Gahwa (kahwa) 
 Coffee 
 
Grains 
Rice – Brought to Andalusia by the Muslims 
Barley – Eaten by many people in the breads they make 
Wheat – Grew well in Northern Africa and Persia (Iran, Iraq) 
Couscous – Pasta made from wheat (looks like rice) 
 
Haleeb 
 Milk 
 
Halwa (halva) 
 Sesame paste sweet, usually made in a slab and studded with fruit and nuts 
 
Hamour 
 Red Sea fish of the grouper family 
 
Hommus 
 Puree of chickpeas, tahins, lemon, and garlic, served as a dip with Arabic bread 
 
Jarish 
 Crushed wheat and yoghurt casserole 
 
Jebne 
 White cheese 
 
Kabsa 
 Classical Arabian dish of meat mixed with rice 
 
Kebab 



 Skewered chunks of meat or fish cooked over charcoal 
 
Kamareddine 
 Apricot nectar used to break fast during Ramadan 
 
Khubz Marcook 
 Thin, dome-shaped Arabic bread 
 
Kibbeh (kibbe) 
 Oval-shaped nuggets of ground lamb and burghul 
 
Kibbeh Naye 
 Raw kibbeh, eaten like steak tartar 
 
Koshary 
 Cooked dish of pasta, rice, and lentils to which onions, chillis, and tomato paste 
are added. 
 
Kouzi 
 Whole lamb baked over rice so that rice absorbs the juice of the meat 
 
Kunafi (kunafah) 
 Shoelace pastry dessert stuffed with sweet white cheese, nuts, and syrup 
 
Kufta (kofta) 
 Fingers, balls, or a flat cake of minced meat and spices that can be baked or 
charcoal-grilled on skewers 
 
Laban 
 Tangy-tasting sour milk drink widely used in cooking as a substitute for milk 
 
Labenah 
 Thick creamy cheese, often spiced and used as a dip 
 
Lahma Bi Ajeen 
 Arabic pizza 
 
Loubia (fassulya) 
 Green beans cooked in tomato sauce 
 
Ma’amul 
 Date cookies shaped in a wooden mould called a “tabi” 
 
Makloubeh 
 Meat or fish with rice, broad beans, and cauliflower 
 



Mai 
 Water 
 
Mantou 
 Dumplings stuffed with minced lamb 
 
Markok 
 Lamb and pumpkin stew 
 
Mehshi 
 Means “stuffed” – aubergines, courgettes, vine leaves, or cabbage may be stuffed 
with a mixture of minced meat, rice, and onions 
 
Melokhiyyah 
 Green, spinach-like vegetable 
 
Mezze (messa, meze, mezzah) 
 The Arabic word for “appetiser” 
 
Mish mish 
 Apricots 
 
Mouhammara 
 Mixture of ground nuts, olive oil, cumin, and chillis, eaten with Arabic bread 
 
Moutabel 
 Eggplant dip made with tahina, olive oil, and lemon juice 
 
Mubassal 
 Onion pancakes 
 
Muhalabiyyah 
 Silky textured semolina pudding served cold 
 
Musakhan 
 Chicken casserole with sumac 
 
Mutabak 
 Sweet or savoury pastry turnovers usually stuffed with cheese, banana, or met 
 
Najil 
 Saddle-back grouper 
 
Nuts 
 Almonds – Originated from Central Asian steppes (near Northern Iran) 
 Pistachios – Originated from Iran 



(Legend says that the African Queen of Sheba served her guests pistachios from Iran in 
approximately 960 B. C.) 
 
Rocca 
 Aromatic salad green with a peppery mustard flavour, used in salads or mixed 
with hot hoghurt 
 
Sambusek 
 Triangular pies filled with meat, cheese, or spinach 
 
Sayyadiya 
 Delicately spiced fish dish served on a bed of rice 
 
Seleek 
 Lamb and rice dish where the rice is cooked in milk rather than the juice of the 
meat 
 
Sheep and Goats 
 Sheep were the most important source of milk and meat for the nomads.  Lamb is 
perhaps the most popular meat in Arabic cuisine.  Goats were also raised for meat and 
milk. 
 
Skai (chai) 
 Tea 
 
Shaour 
 Red Sea fish from the emperor family 
 
Shawerma 
 A cone of pressed lamb, chicken, or beef roasted on a vertical spit, where the meat 
is shaved off from the outside as the spit keeps turning.  Saudi Arabia’s most popular 
sandwich is Arabic bread filled with shawerma meat, salad, hot sauce, and tahina 
 
Sheesha (hubbly, bubbly) 
 Pipe for smoking tobacco leaves or dried fruit through a water filter 
 
Shish Taouk 
 Skewered chicken pieces cooked over charcoal 
 
Shourba 
 Soup 
 
Snober 
 Pine nuts 
 
Spices 



 Saffron – used in rice dishes; also used as a medicine by Arabs 
 Pepper – an important spice during the Middle Ages; caused Europeans, such as 
Columbus, to try new trade routes in search of spices 
 Cumin, cinnamon, nutmeg, coriander, parsley, mint, cloves, and mustard – parts 
of Middle Eastern seasonings 
 Salt – In some areas of the world, where salt was rate, it was traded for an equal 
weight in gold.  The salt-gold trade across the Sahara Desert brought wealth to the 
empires of Ghana, Mali, and Songhai. 
 
Sugar 
 Unknown in Europe until it was introduced by the Muslims.  The classic 
ingredients to many Arab desserts are sugar, honey, almonds, nuts, eggs, and candied 
fruit. 
 
Sukkar 
 Sugar 
 
Sumac 
 Ground powder from the cashew family, used as a seasoning 
 
Tabbouleh 
 Salad of burghul, tomato, mint, and parsley 
 
Taklia 
 Spice consisting of ground coriander and garlic 
 
Tahina 
 An oily paste made from ground sesame seeds, used in hommus, moutabel, and 
baba ghanoush 
 
Tamr 
 Dates 
 
Taratour 
 A thick mayonnaise or pureed pine nuts, garlic, and lemon used as a sauce or dip 
 
Vegetables 
 Spinach – Persia 
 Asparagus – Egypt, Mesopotamia 
 Artichokes 
 Scallions and Onions – Pakistan, Egypt, Central Asia 
 Carrots – Central Asia 
 
Um Ali 
 “Ali’s mother” is a pastry pudding with raisins and coconut steeped in milk 
 



Warak Enab (warak dawali) 
 Stuffed vine leaves 
 
Yansoon 
 Hot spiced tea, used for medicinal purposes 
 
Zatoon 
 Olives 
 
Zattar 
 Blend of spices including thyme, marjoram, sumac, and salt 
Information from www.arab.net/cuisine/ and www.sfusd.k12.ca.us 
 
 
 
 
 



Breakfast in the Middle East 
By Joanne Bates 
 
Breakfast is usually the most relaxed – and often the best – meal of the day.  People are 
still in pajamas and hair curlers, half dressed, or fresh from a morning shower.  They eat 
what is well-known and familiar, avoiding the unexpected or pretentious.  Here is what 
generations of Arabs have eaten, and are still eating, to help them face the day. 
 
The basic, everyday breakfast is sharply tasty, nourishing, and the same in most Arab 
countries.  On hotel menus it is listed along with Continental and American, under the 
misleading title, Oriental.  But visions of sticky rice and raw fish are dispelled when the 
waiter arrives bearing the classic favorites of the Arab world.  Fragrant stacks of freshly 
baked fiat bread assail the nostrils when the napkin is lifted.  Surrounding the loaves are 
small bowls of salty, white goat cheese, glistening black and green olives, and labnah, a 
thick cream cheese made by draining yogurt through cheesecloth, and then drizzled with 
olive oil.  The eater attacks the bowls with pieces of bread ripped from the hot loaves and 
eats the tangy mixture between sips of Turkish coffee or sweet tea. 
 
Egypt has its own national breakfast, the famous ful madamis – although city 
sophisticates will assure you that nowadays, except for an Eastertime celebration, it is 
eaten only by the fallahin.  Yet all over Cairo, the lowly Java beans simmer throughout 
the night in huge copper pots over low charcoal fires.  By dawn thousands of ful madamis 
bean pots have been delivered to small kiosks and restaurants – including the Hilton and 
the Sheraton Hotels.  The cooked beans are ladled into millions of small pots and plates, 
dressed with olive oil, lemon juice and garlic, or less frequently, with melted butter and 
pine nuts.  Lentils are often cooked with the beans, giving them a dark reddish color. 
 
In Central Arabia, a winter morning favorite of the Najdis is a sort of porridge called 
hunayua, a hearty dish of ground dates mixed with butter and semolina, flavoured with 
cardamom and simmered over a low fire till nearly stiff. 
 
In Syria and Lebanon breakfast is likely to consist of arous labnah, rolled sandwiches of 
flat Arab bread filled with labnah, along with whatever the eater chooses of olives, 
tomato, and mint.  Or pieces can be torn off the bread and dipped in za’tar, a mixture of 
thyme, salt, sumac, and sesame seeds.  If there is a bakery nearby, manoushah can be 
delivered, hot and oily, with za’tar, already baked on top of the bread.  At the same time, 
from the bakery, it is a temptation to buy laham bi ajin, a sort of pizza made with minces 
meat, tomatoes, and onions sprinkled with spices, parsley, and pine nuts.  Meanwhile, 
chunks of raw liver sprinkled with chopped onion, mint, and mutton fat have appeared on 
the table – considered a great delicacy. 
 
It is said that festive breakfasts in the mountain villages of Lebanon begin in the early 
morning and continue on through the afternoon.  Mutton pieces, fried in the autumn and 
preserved in large crocks for winter use will be served up with fried eggs.  Druze 
villagers dip their bread in kishk – dried laban mixed with water – a distinctive salty, sour 
mixture quite unlike fresh laban.  Jams made from the bountiful harvest of the 



countryside – quince, apricot, orange petal, or dried figs cooked with cinnamon, walnuts, 
and sesame seeds – still grace the mountain table. 
 
And then there are the sweets common to most of the Arab world.  Kanafih bi jabn is a 
sticky delight so rich that the most intrepid eater can manage it for breakfast.  It is made 
of finely shredded wheat cooked in ghee over a slow fire.  When the fat is absorbed, half 
the mixture is pressed into a huge flat pan and covered with white unsalted goat cheese 
and sesame seeds, and topped with another layer of shredded wheat.  After it has bubbled 
in the oven until crusty, it is cut into squares and served at once, before the cheese turns 
to rubber.  A jug of hot thick sugar syrup stands ready on the table for each participant of 
the feast to drizzle as much over the confection as his or her conscience will allow. 
 
And, so it seems, there are few faint-hearted breakfasters in the Middle East.  But one 
must stop somewhere.  After all, lunch will invariably follow and, if it is cooked in the 
Arab way, it will require a hearty appetite. 
 
(www.saudiaramcoworld.com) 
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     Recipes 
 
Starters 
 
Mazzah – Middle Eastern hors d’oeuvres – range from the inspired simplicity of ripe 
cantaloupe slices served with pieces of salty feta cheese, through multitudinous salads, 
pickles, vegetables and dips, to elaborate preparations like herb-stuffed sardines grilled in 
vine leaves.  Many a diner has browsed his way to the discovery that mazzah alone make 
an ample, delicious and various meal.  Here are three stars from this culinary 
constellation: tabbulah, the salad of parsley, mint, and cracked wheat that is one of the 
best-known mazzah outside the Arab world; baba ghannuj, also called mutabbal, a 
smoky-flavored eggplant dip; and green bell peppers stuffed with a spiced rice mixture, 
strangely refreshing when served cool. 
 
Parsley and Cracked Wheat Salad – Tabbulah 
85 grams (3 oz., ½ cu.) burghul 
2 bunches flat-leaf parsley (about 30 gr. before washing, or 1 ½ cu. chopped) 
1 bunch fresh mint (about 10 gr. before washing or ½ cu. chopped) 
3 green onions or 1 small onion 
1 large tomato 
90 milliliters (3 oz., 6 tbs.) lemon juice 
60 milliliters (2 ½ oz., 4 tbs.) olive oil 
Salt 
1 romaine lettuce (optional) 
 
Wash the burghul and squeeze out the water.  Wash and chop the parsley, mint, and 
green onions very fine.  Dice the tomatoes.  Combine all ingredients, including burghul.  
Add salt to taste, lemon juice, olive oil, and mix well.  Serve in a bowl lines with lettuce 
leaves.  This salad can be eaten with a fork, but the traditional way is to scoop up a bite of 
the mixture in a lettuce leaf and pop in into the mouth. 
 
Stuffed Green Peppers – Filfil Rumi Mahshi 
6 green peppers 
180 grams (6 oz., ¾ cu.) pine nuts 
4 large onions 
250 grams (9 oz., 1 ½ cu.) olive oil 
450 grams (1 lb, 2 1/3 cu.) long-grain rice 
125 grams (4 oz., ½ cu.) currants 
5 grams (1 tsp.) salt, 3 grams (1 tsp.) pepper 
15 grams (1 tbs.) sugar, water to cover 
7 grams (1/2 cu.) mint 
4 grams (1 tsp.) allspice 
Lemon slices, tomato wedges 
10 grams (1/2 cu.) chopped flat-leaf parsley 
30 milliliters (1 oz., 2 tbs.) lemon juice 



 
Choose medium-sized green peppers.  Wash them and cut out the stems.  Core with an 
apple corer or paring knife.  Make the stuffing by lightly frying the pine nuts and 
chopped onions in olive oil.  Add the washed rice and cook, stirring for five minutes.  
Add the currants, salt, pepper, and sugar.  Pour in water to about twice the depth of the 
other ingredients in the pot and simmer until the water is absorbed.  Add mint, allspice, 
and lemon juice.  When cool, stuff each pepper loosely, as the rice will swell.  Cover 
open end of pepper with a slice of tomato like a lid.  Set the stuffed peppers in a single 
layer in a large pan or dish.  Sprinkle with salt and sugar, drizzle a little olive oil and 250 
milliliters (1 cup) of water over them and simmer very slowly until the peppers are just 
tender.  Decorate with chopped parsley, lemon slices, and tomato slices or wedges and 
refrigerate.  Serve cool. 
 
Other vegetables stuffed in the same manner are tomatoes, zucchini (courgettes), 
eggplant (aubergines), cabbage leaves, or grape leaves.  Both kinds of leaves should be 
briefly parboiled to make them tender and flexible. 
 
Eggplant Dip – Baba Ghannuj 
 
1 large round eggplant (augergine) 
2 or 3 cloves of garlic 
60 milliliters (3 oz., 4 tbs.) tahinah 
60 milliliters (2 oz., 4 tbs.) lemon juice 
Salt, red pepper 
Olive oil 
Chopped parsley 
Slices of red bell pepper to garnish 
 
Cook the eggplant in a hot oven or on a fork over the flame of a gas stove.  When it is 
well cooked through and the skin is blackened, douse in cold water, peel, and chop into 
small pieces.  Mash two or three cloves of garlic to a paste with about the same volume 
of salt.  Add eggplant, mash to a smooth consistency, and blend in the tahinah and lemon 
juice to make the Arab version of this dish; omit the tahinah for the Turkish version.  
Serve in a bowl with a little olive oil on top and garnish with chopped parsley, red pepper 
slices, and a dusting of red pepper.  Serves five. 
 
 
Main courses 
 
 The variety of main dishes in Middle Eastern cooking is as great as one would 
expect from a territory that extends, in culinary terms, from the Atlantic to the Hindu 
Kush.  Yet, there are affinities and cross-connections: Moroccan tagines, meat-and-fruit 
stews, are related to Persian dishes that also inspired Ottoman court cooks; people with a 
pastoralist tradition, past or present, share a predeliction for roasts and kebabs; and the 
seas offer riches that coast-dwellers, at least, cannot ignore.  Each of the three dishes 
below presents a different aspect of Middle Eastern food.  The fish kebab relies on the 



quality of fresh ingredients and the kubbah on conscientious preparation; the meatball 
recipe exemplifies the roles of yogurt and of the charcoal grill. 
 
Baked Lamb Loaf – Kubbah bi al Simiyah 
 
Stuffing 
500 grams (17 oz.) lean lamb from the neck 
2 medium onions 
224 grams (7 ½ oz., 1 cu.) pine nuts 
100 grams (3 ½ oz., ½ cu.) olive oil 
5 grams (1 tsp.) salt, 3 grams (1 tsp.) pepper 
 
Kubbah 
500 grams (17 oz., 2 ¼ A cu.) burghul 
500 grams (17 oz.) lean lamb from the leg 
1 medium onion, 5 grams (1 tsp.) salt 
2 grams (1/2 tsp.) each of paprika, white pepper, cumin, and cinnamon 
Bowl of water with ice 
100 grams (3 ½ oz., ½ cu.) olive oil 
 
Stuffing: grind the lamb once.  Chop the onions very fine and sauté with the pine nuts in 
olive oil.  Add meat, salt and pepper and sauté till lightly browned.  Keep warm 
Kubbah: Soak the burghul in advance, wash it, and squeeze out the water.  Put the lamb 
through the fine blade of a meat grinder and then pound it to a paste in a mortar.  Chop 
the onion very fine and pound with salt and spices.  Put the onion and the meat through 
the grinder once together.  Knead the meat mixture with the burghul, dipping hands in ice 
water to keep meat smooth.  Put the mixture through the grinder again, adding ice water, 
as required. 
 
Oil a large round baking pan well and pat in a smooth layer of kubbah about half a 
centimeter (1/4 in.) thick.  Spread the stuffing in a second layer over the kubbah.  Shape a 
second slightly thicker layer of kubbah on a large plate or a piece of plastic wrap and 
slide it or place on top of the stuffing.  Score the surface of the top layer with a knife to 
make a diamond pattern.  Sprinkle generously with olive oil and bake in a hot oven for 
about 20 minutes, or until browned.  Garnish with pine nuts.  Serves six. 
 
 
Fish Kebab – Sikh Samak 
 
1 kilogram (35 oz.) of firm-fleshed fish (swordfish, monkfish, or similar) 
1 large onion 
Bay leaves 
100 grams (3 ½ oz., ½ cu.) olive oil 
60 milliliters (2 oz., ¼ cu.) lemon juice 
Salt, peppercorns 
Slices of lemon 



20 grams (1 cu.) chopped flat-leaf parsley 
Bell pepper pieces, mushrooms, celery pieces 
Tomato wedges 
 
Clean and wash the fish.  Cut into cubes 2 ½ centimeters (one inch) on a side. Spread the 
fish cubes in a dish and cover them with a layer of finely chopped onion.  Break and 
sprinkle the bay leaves on top, then pout olive oil and lemon juice over the whole.  
Sprinkle with salt and peppercorns and lay the lemon slices on top.  Sprinkle with finely 
chopped parsley and leave to marinate for two hours. 
 
Put the marinated fish cubes, interspersed with vegetable pieces, on a skewer – not too 
close together so that the fish cooks evenly all around.  Use about five pieces of fish to a 
skewer.  Cook over a charcoal fire, turning occasionally.  Serve with a bowl of summer 
salad. 
 
 
Grilled Meatballs in Yogurt Sauce – Kujtah Lataniyyah 
 
Kuftah 
900 grains (2 lbs.) lean lamb 
2 large onions 
15 grams ( ¾ cu.) minched flat-leaf (“Italian”) parsley 
30 milliliters (1 oz., 2 tbs.) milk 
5 grams (1 tsp.) salt 
3 grams (1 tsp.) black pepper 
3 grams (1 tsp.) thyme, 4 grams (1 tsp.) cumin 
 
Sauce 
3 tomatoes 
15 grams ( ½ oz., 1 tbs.) butter 
2 rounds day-old Arab bread 
450 grams (1 lb.) yogurt 
30 milliliters (1 oz., 2 tbs.) meat broth or bouillon 
Bell pepper, tomato, parsley 
 
Put the meat, onion, and parsley through the meat grinder, add the milk and spices and 
mix well by hand.  Form into walnut-sized meatballs, flatten them slightly, and grill them 
– preferably over charcoal.  Peel, seed, and chop the tomatoes, cook them to a sauce in 
butter.  Toast the bread, break or cut it into small pieces, and put it in the bottom of a 
warmed dish.  Spoon the tomato sauce and meat broth over the bread.  Beat the yogurt 
and pour it over the bread, then arrange the meatballs on the bed of yogurt.  Garnish with 
slices of tomato, pepper pieces, and more chopped parsley.  Serves six. 
 
(www.saudiaramcoworld.com) (See reprint information at the end of the recipes.) 
 
 



Sweets 
 
According to William Tracy, “The Syrians have a saying which goes: Fiy ma’adaty 
khalwah la yamluha illa al-halwah.”  It means, “There is an empty place in my stomach 
which only sweets can fill,” but it really isn’t true.  The Syrians don’t stop eating sweets 
long enough for an empty place to develop.” 
 
Middle East sweets are special, as any Syrian will be pleased to tell you.. . Although all 
Middle East countries have their specialties and although it was Turkey that originated 
the extravagantly sweet specialties of the Middle East, Damascus is the place were the art 
of such baking has been raised almost to perfection.  There are famous ice cream parlors; 
there are shops that specialize in candied fruit; and there are at least 20 oriental pastry 
shops. 
 
Sweets basically fall into three families: 
 baklawa, made up of 12 paper-thin layers of flaky crust 
Fatayir, with only two sandwiched layers of the same flour, sugar, and egg batter 
kanafe, which resembles shredded wheat. 
 
These three types and their numerous variations are all deep-fried until brown in a heavy 
sheep-fat butter called semni.  There is also a fourth type that is baked in an oven, like a 
western biscuit or cookie. 
 
Ballawa 
Is no more than flaky crusted pastry filled with ground-up green pistachios and soaked in 
sugar syrup.  Cut in smaller round pieces like tiny roses, the same sweet is called kul 
washkur or “eat and thank.”  Cut in triangular shapes which curl up at the points to 
resemble blossoms, the pastry is called wardat (flowers).  Filled with sweet cream, it 
becomes nammoura or “delicious,” in thin rolls filled with pine nuts and decorated with 
lightly sprinkled pistachio, it goes by the name assabia issit, meaning “lady’s fingers.” 
 
Fatayir 
The process begins with a stack of what looks like 12 ordinary pie crusts. While they are 
still on top of one another the circles are rolled out flat until they measure about a foot 
and a half across.  As the cook works, the excess flour is forced out from between the 
layers in little puffs around the edges.  He then chooses a longer rolling pin from the rack 
and magically picks off the top layer by rolling it around the pin.  Slapping the fragile 
dough on the marble surface, he peels off the layers one by one and wraps them around 
the stick  When the circles have all been transferred onto the pin, he unrolls them again, 
one at a time, onto a new stack.  Over and over, he wraps the thin sheets like a bolt of fine 
cloth and redeposits them on the stack until they are as broad as the top of a card table. 
Individually, they are nearly transparent and the entire stack is now as thin as the original 
crust.  After he has slapped them down carelessly a final time, he folds over the edges of 
the big circle to form a slightly smaller square, reinforcing the center with extra pasty.  
Then, starting at one edge, he draws a thick line of chopped nuts, folds the crust over a 
few inches, and with machine-gun cadence, cuts up the filled roll with a metal cookie 



cutter and shoots the individual pieces down the counter to be arranged in the trays.  
Then, he puts down a new line of nuts and folds over a new row. 
 
If only one or two layers of the “paper” are used, the result is fatayir.  Filled with meat, 
sweet or sour cream, or with sweet or salted cheese, these pastries rise like fragile 
bubbles as they cook.  They are served only in the morning, with sugar, syrup, and 
powdered sugar, and it is common in Assadieh and Sama’an’s to see a workman or a 
businessman enjoying a filling breakfast of one dairy pastry and one of meat. 
 
Kanafe 
Kanafe starts as a thin mixture of flour and water.  This is dipped up in a brass strainer 
and rains out of it in a thin shower as it is swirled over an immense copper grill in a 
decreasing spiral.  As the batter touches the hot metal, it crackles and crinkles into long 
threads, which almost immediately shrivel and squeeze themselves in toward the center 
as they flash dry.  They are scooped up in crisp bundles which resemble loops of yarn.  
Later these wisps of pastry are spread out in layers to be filled like baklawa with cheese 
(mornings only) or cream (only in the winter).  The most common form taken by kanafe, 
however, is a long twisted roll filled with nuts and simmered in butter, called pistachio 
twist (mabruma bil fistuq).  The long curved twists make the most towering and 
spectacular displays. 
 
 
Cookies 
1. Akras biajwy – round with dates 
2. ajwa  - writing (a cookie with cuneiform-type markings) 
3. ma’moul bil fistuq – using pistachio 
4. wariyeba – crescent-shaped ring with one pistachio nut where the two horns meet 
5. baraziq – crisp and flat covered with oven-browned sesame seeds 
 
(www.saudiaramcoworld.com) 
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Islam 
FAQS 
 
“In the name of God, Most Gracious, Most Merciful. Praise be to God, The Cherisher and 
Sustainer of the Worlds; Most Gracious, Most Merciful; Master of the Day of Judgment.  
Thee do we worship; And Thy aid do we seek.  Show us the straight way; The way of 
those on whom Thou has bestowed Thy Grace; those whose (portion) Is not wrath; And 
who go not astray.” 
 
The Qur’an, Chapter 1 
“Fatiha” (Opening Chapter) 
 
Written by John L. Esposito 
 
Why do we need to know about Islam? 
 

• Islam is the second largest religion in the world, after Christianity, and will soon 
be the second largest in America. 

• Muslims are, and will increasingly be, our neighbors, our colleagues, and our 
fellow citizens. 

• Our ignorance about Islam distorts our view of one-fifth of the world’s population 
and causes us to misinterpret important events and phenomena in the U. S. and 
abroad. 

• Peace and safety cannot be achieved in ignorance, but can be promoted through 
knowledge and the understanding that grows from knowledge. 

 
Are all Muslims the same? 
 
There is one divinely revealed and mandated Islam, but there are many human 
interpretations of Islam.  There are Sunni and Shii Muslims, representing 85 percent and 
15 percent of the world’s Muslims, respectively.  Within these two major branches are 
diverse schools of theology and law; in addition, Islam has a rich mystical tradition.  The 
basic unity of Islamic belief and practice expresses itself in diverse ways within many 
different cultures around the world. 
 
What do Muslims believe? 
 
Like Jews and Christians, Muslims are monotheists.  They believe in one God, the 
creator, sustainer, ruler, and judge of the universe.  Muslims believe in prophets – not just 
the Prophet Muhammad, but also the prophets of the Hebrew Bible, including Abraham 
and Moses, and of the New Testament, Jesus and John the Baptist.  They also believe in 
angels, heaven, and hell, and the Day of Judgment.  Islam teaches that God’s revelation 
was received in the Torah, the New Testament and the Qur’an.  Thus, Muslims view Jews 
and Christians as “people of the book,” communities of believers who received 
revelations through prophets from God in the form of scriptures or revealed books. 
 



As Christians view their revelation as both fulfilling and completing the revelation of the 
Old Testament, Muslims believe that the Prophet Muhammad received his revelations 
from God, through the angel Gabriel, to correct human error that had made its way into 
the scriptures and belief systems of Judaism and Christianity.  Therefore, Muslims 
believe, Islam is not a new religion with a new scripture; rather, Islam is the oldest 
religion, because it represents the original as well as the final revelation of the God of 
Abraham, Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad. 
 
How is Islam similar to Christianity and Judaism? 
 
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, in contrast to Hinduism and Buddhism, are all 
monotheistic faiths that worship the God of Adam, Abraham, and Moses – creator, 
sustainer, and lord of the universe.  All stress moral responsibility and accountability, 
Judgment Day, and eternal reward and punishment. 
 
All three faiths emphasize their special covenant with God, Judaism through Moses, 
Christianity through Jesus and Islam through Muhammad.  Christianity accepts God’s 
covenant with and revelation to the Jews but traditionally has seen itself as superseding 
Judaism with the coming of Jesus.  So, too, Islam and Muslims recognize Judaism and 
Christianity, their Biblical prophets (among them Adam, Abraham, Moses, and Jesus) 
and their revelations (the Torah and New Testament). 
 
Peace is central to all three faiths, which use similar greetings: shalom aleichem in 
Judaism, pax vobiscum in Christianity and salaam alaikum in Islam.  All three phrases 
mean “peace be with you.”  Yet, leaders of each religion – Joshua and King David, 
Constantine, and Richard the Lion-Hearted, Muhammad and Saladin – have engaged in 
holy wars to spread or defend their beliefs. 
 
Where do most Muslims live? 
 
Muslims are the majority in 56 countries worldwide, including Indonesia, Bangladesh, 
Pakistan, Egypt, Iraq, and Nigeria.  In addition, significant Muslim populations can be 
found in India, China, the Central Asian republics, and Russia, as well as Europe and 
America, where Islam is the second – and third-largest religion, respectively. The 
majority of Muslims are not Arab – in fact, only 20 percent of the world’s 1.2 billion 
Muslims originate from Arab countries.  The largest Muslim populations are in 
Indonesia, Pakistan, Bangladesh, and India. 
 
Who are the Muslims of America? 
 
Although estimates vary considerably, it is safe to say that there are at least six million 
Muslims in America today, making Islam the third-largest religion in the country, after 
Christianity and Judaism.  Muslims have been present in America since the time of 
Columbus.  Moriscos (Spanish Muslims forced to hide their faith) migrated to both 
Spanish and Portuguese settlements in America.  In addition, between 14 and 20 percent 
of the African slaves brought to America from the 16th to the 19th century were Muslim, 



although they were forced to convert to Christianity.  Other Muslims, particularly Indians 
and Arabs, also immigrated as free persons during this period and were able to maintain 
their spiritual, cultural, and social identity. 
 
The numbers of Muslims in America increased in the late 19th century with the arrival of 
significant numbers of immigrants from Syria, Lebanon, and Jordan.  Many settled in the 
Midwest and Canada, found blue-collar jobs, and assimilated into American society.  
After World War II, significant number of immigrants from Palestine and elites from the 
Middle East and South Asia came to America.  In recent decades, many students from the 
Muslim world have come to study, and many well-educated professionals and 
intellectuals have come from South and Southeast Asia, as well as from the Middle East 
for political and economic reasons.  Many Muslim immigrants have worked hard to 
sustain their Islamic identity and pass it down to their children, and to establish 
institutions and community structures – including mosques, Islamic centers, Islamic 
schools, Islamic publication organizations, interest-free financial institutions, and 
charitable organizations – to support these goals. 
 
About two-thirds of America’s Muslims today are immigrants or descendants of 
immigrants. The other third is made up of African-American and other converts to Islam.  
The largest Muslim communities in the United States are in Boston, New York, Detroit, 
Dearborn, Toledo, Chicago, Houston, and Los Angeles/Orange County. 
 
What role does Muhammad play in Muslim life? 
 
During his lifetime and since, Muhammad has been the model for Muslims to follow as 
they strive to do God’s will.  In contrast to what is often a spiritualized Christian view of 
Jesus, Muslims look upon and love Muhammad as an entirely human figure – but one 
who had great spiritual as well as political insight and was guided by God.  In turn, they 
look to his example for guidance in all aspects of life: how to treat friends as well as 
enemies, what to eat and drink, when to wash or pray, how to divide an inheritance, how 
to make love and war.  Muslims’ observations or remembrances of what the Prophet said 
and did were passed on orally and in writing.  These detailed records of Muhammad’s 
actions, interactions, judgments, decisions, and dicta provide guidance for Muslims as to 
what is required to follow the word of God. 
 
What is Islamic law? 
 
The word islam means “surrender (to the will of God),” and the will of God is articulated 
in Islamic law, whose purpose is to regulate two types of interactions: those between 
human beings and God – that is, worship – and those among human beings – that is, 
social transactions.  Throughout history, Islamic law has remained central to Muslim 
identity and practice, for it constitutes the ideal social blueprint for the believer and 
provides a common code of behavior for all Muslim societies. 
 

In addition to the Qur’an and the Sunnah (example) of Muhammad, Sunni Muslims 
recognize two other official sources to guide the development of Islamic law: 



comparative analogical reasoning (qiyas and consensus (‘ijma).  Shii Muslims accept the 
Qur’an and Sunnah as well as their own collections of the traditions of Ali and other 
imams. 

The Qur’anic texts provide moral directives, laying out what Muslims should aspire to as 
individuals and achieve as a community.  The Sunnah of Muhammad, recorded in 
hundreds of thousands of individual narratives describing the Prophet’s private and 
public life and his individual and communal activities, illustrates Islamic faith in practice, 
and supplements and explains Qur’anic principles.  Qiyas is used to determine parallels 
between similar situations or principles when no clear guidance is found in the Qur’an or 
Sunnah.  The fourth source of law, ‘ijma, or consensus, originated from Muhammad’s 
reported saying, “My nation will never agree on an error.”  This came to mean that 
consensus among religious scholars could determine the permissibility of an action. 

Differences exist between the major Islamic schools of law that reflect the different 
geographical, social, historical, and cultural contexts in which the various jurists were 
writing.  In the modern world, Islamic law faces the challenge of distinguishing the 
divine prescription and eternal principles of the Qur’an from regulations arising from 
human interpretations in response to specific historical situations. 

Is there a difference between Muslims and Black Muslims? 

African-American Islam emerged in the early 20th century when a number of black 
Americans converted to Islam, the religion they believed was part of their original 
African identity.  They rejected Christianity as the religion of white supremacy and 
oppression; by contrast, Islam offered a brotherhood of believers, the ummah, which 
transcended race and ethnicity. 

In the early 1930s, Wallace D. Fard Muhammad drew on the Qur’an and the Bible to 
preach a message of black liberation in the ghettos of Chicago.  He taught withdrawal 
from white society, rejected the domination of “blue-eyed devils” and emphasized the 
“religion of the Black Man” and the “Nation of Islam.” 

Fard mysteriously disappeared in 1934. Elijah Muhammad took over and built the Nation 
of Islam into an effective national movement whose members became known as “Black 
Muslims.”  He denounced white society’s political and economic oppression of blacks 
and the resulting self-hatred, poverty, and dependency.  By the 1970s, the Nation of Islam 
had more than 100,000 members. 

A number of basic beliefs of the Black Muslim movement different significantly from 
mainstream Islam.  Elijah Muhammad announced that Wallace D. Fard was God and that 
Elijah Muhammad, not the Prophet Muhammad, was the last messenger of God.  The 
Nation taught black supremacy and black separatism, not Islam’s brotherhood of all 
believers; in addition, the Nation did not follow the Five Pillars of Islam or major Muslim 
rituals.  A key individual who rose through the ranks of the Nation of Islam to national 
prominence was Malcolm X, who accepted the teaching of the Nation of Islam while in 
prison.  Drawn by Elijah Muhammad’s black nationalism, denunciation of white racism 



and promotion of self-help, Malcolm Little became Malcolm X: ex-smoker, ex-drinker, 
ex-Christian, and ex-slave.  A gifted, charismatic speaker, he was the most visible and 
prominent spokesperson for Elijah Muhammad for some years. 

In 1964, Malcolm X undertook the pilgrimage to Makkah.  He was deeply affected by 
what he experienced there – the equality of all believers regardless of race, tribe, or 
nation.  Malcolm returned from the pilgrimage as El Hajj Malik El-Shabazz, a Muslim 
rather than a Black Muslim, and changed his position on black nationalism.  On February 
21, 1965, he was assassinated; two members of the Nation of Islam were convicted of the 
murder. 

Besides Malcolm X, Wallace D. Muhammad, son of Elijah Muhammad, and his brother 
Akbar Muhammad, a distinguished scholar of Islam who had studied in Egypt and 
Scotland questioned and challenged some of their father’s teachings and strategy.  Both 
sons were excommunicated.  Yet, toward the end of his life, Elijah Muhammad made the 
pilgrimage to Makkah and also began to modify some of his teachings.  By the time he 
died in 1975, Elijah Muhammad and the Nation were publicly acknowledged for their 
constructive contributions to America’s inner-city communities. 

When Wallace D. Muhammad succeeded his father, he implemented reforms to conform 
to the teachings of orthodox Sunni Islam.  He too made the pilgrimage to Makkah and 
encouraged his followers to study Arabic in order to better understand Islam.  The Nation 
observed the Five Pillars of Islam in unity with the worldwide Islamic community to 
which it now belonged.  Black separatist doctrines were dropped and the Nation began to 
participate in the American political process.  In the 1980s, Wallace changed his own 
name to Warith Deen Muhammad and that of the Nation of Islam to the American 
Muslim Mission, integrating it with the American Muslim community as well as with 
American society as a whole and the global Islamic community. 

While a majority followed Warith Deen Muhammad, media coverage of the Black 
Muslim movement often focused on the minority led by Louis Farrakhan, who bitterly 
rejected the changes instituted by both Malcolm X and Warrith Deen Muhammad, 
maintaining that only he and his followers had remained faithful to the original message 
and mission of Elijah Muhammad.  Farrakhan retained the leadership of the Nation of 
Islam, as well as its black-nationalist and separatist doctrines.  In recent years, however, 
he has moved closer to orthodox Islam. 

Are Sufis Muslims? 

Yes. Sufis belong to the mystical tradition of Islam known as Sufism.  The name is 
derived from the Arabic word suf, meaning “wool,” in reference to the coarse woolen 
garments worn by the first Sufis.  Like mystical movements in Christianity, Judaism, 
Hinduism, and Buddhism, the Sufi path seeks to discipline the mind and body in order to 
experience directly the presence of God.  Sufism is unlike Christian mysticism in that 
Sufis view their struggle to find God as one which takes place in the world, as opposed to 
the Christian monastic tradition of withdrawing from the world in order to find God. 



Sufis set as their highest priority the individual spiritual effort of self-sacrifice and 
discipline in a struggle within oneself against greed, laziness, and ego.  This struggle is 
carried out by devoting oneself completely to fulfilling God’s will, studying and 
meditating on the Qur’an and the Sunnah, performing religious duties, focusing on the 
centrality of God and the Last Judgment, denying material desires that could distract one 
from God and carrying out good works. 

Sufism began as a seventh-century reform movement in response to the growing 
materialism and wealth of Muslim society that accompanied the expansion and growing 
power of the Islamic empire.  By following the example of Muhammad in working 
tirelessly in the world to create the ideal Islamic society, Sufis have often played an 
important role in the political life of Muslims.  For example, in the 18th and 19th 
centuries, Sufi brotherhoods led Islamic revivalist movements in Sudan, Nigeria, and 
Libya that regenerated society, created Islamic states, and fought off colonial powers.  
The Sufi orders also played an important role in the spread of Islam through missionary 
work.  Sufism remains a strong spiritual presence and force in Muslim societies today. 

Why does Islam separate men and women? 

Many, though not all, Muslim societies practice some gender segregation, the separation 
of men and women in public spaces. Thus, in many mosques, men and women have 
separate areas for prayer or are separated by a screen or curtain, and unmarried men do 
not mix with unmarried women, except in very specific contexts, such as meeting 
between two potential spouses that occurs in the presence of a chaperone. 

The practice of separation has both religious and cultural origins. Muhammad’s wives 
were told to keep themselves apart from society.  In the Qur’an (Chapter 33 Verses 32-
33) we see, “O wives of the Prophet! You are not like any of the other women.  If you 
fear God, do not be complaisant in speech so that one in whose heart is a sickness may 
covet you, but speak honorably. Stay quietly in your homes and do not display your 
finery as the pagans of old did.” Verse 53 tells Muslim men, “And when you ask (his 
wives) for anything you want, ask them from before a screen.  That makes for greater 
purity for your hearts and for theirs.” 

The practice of segregation is also tied to the concept of women as a source of sexual 
temptation for men.  Social interaction between unrelated men and women is regarded as 
potentially leading to immoral sexual activity. Because modesty and chastity are prized 
virtues in Islam, some Muslims therefore believe that unrelated men and women should 
have no contact with each other. 

Opinions today vary about the necessity of separation of the sexes. Many Muslims 
continue to hold fast to the belief that women are the culture-bearers of Islam, as well as 
the source of male honor, but they also believe that the requirements of modesty can be 
met through appropriate dress and the limitation of interaction with unrelated males. 

Why don’t Muslims practice separation of church and state? 



While Christians believe in rendering unto Caesar what belongs to Caesar and to God 
what belongs to God, Muslims believe that their primary act of faith is to strive to 
implement God’s will in both their private and public lives, call all to worship God, 
promoting what is good and prohibiting what is evil.  In their view, religion cannot be 
separated from social and political life because religion informs every action that a 
person takes. 

The Qur’an proclaims that, like Jews and Christians before them, Muslims have been 
called into a covenant relationship with God, making them a community of believers who 
must serve as an example to other nations. (Chapter 2 Verse 143) by creating a moral 
social order. The Qur’an states, “You are the best community evolved for mankind, 
enjoining what is right and forbidding what is wrong.” (3:110) 

In the ideal Islamic state, the political authority carries out the divine message.  Such a 
state is a nomocracy, a community governed by God’s law, and not a theocracy that gives 
power to the clergy or ruler. It should provide security and order so that Muslims can 
carry out their religious duties. Legal processes in a truly Islamic state implement rules 
and judgments from the Shariah, rather than creating new legislation. 

Does the Qur’an condone terrorism? 

The Qur’an does not advocate or condone terrorism.  Islam, like all world religions, 
neither supports nor requires the illegitimate use of violence or acts of terrorism. Islam 
does permit and at times requires, Muslims to defend themselves, their families, their 
religion, and their community from aggression. 

The earliest Qur’anic verses dealing with the right to engage in a defensive jihad, or 
struggle, were revealed shortly after the emigration of Muhammad and his followers to 
Madinah in flight from their persecution in Makkah.  At a time when they were forced to 
fight for their lives, Muhammad is told: “Leave is given to those who fight because they 
were wronged – surely God is able to help them – who were expelled from their homes 
wrongfully for saying, ‘Our Lord is God’” (Chapter 22 Verse 39). The defensive nature 
of jihad is clearly emphasized in 2:190: “And fight in the way of God with those who 
fight you, but aggress not: God loves not the aggressors.” 

The Qur’an also provided detailed guidelines and regulations regarding the conduct of 
wars: who is to fight and who is exempted (48: 17, 9:91), when hostilities must cease 
(2:192 )and how prisoners should be treated (47:4). Most important, passages such as 
Chapter 2 Verse 294 emphasized that the response to violence and aggression must be 
proportionate. 

However, Qur’anic verses also underscore that peace, not violence and warfare, is the 
norm. Permission to fight the enemy is balanced by a strong mandate for making peace: 
“If your enemy inclines toward peace, then you too should seek peace and put your trust 
in God” (8:61), and “Had God wished, He would have made them dominate you, and so, 
if they leave you alone and do not fight you and offer you peace, then God allows you no 



way against them” (4:90). From the earliest times, it is forbidden in Islam to kill 
noncombatants. 

But what of those verses, sometimes referred to as the “sword verses,” that call for killing 
unbelievers, such as “When the sacred months have passed, slay the idolaters wherever 
you find them, and take them, and confine them, and lie in wait for them at every place of 
ambush” (9:5)? This is one of a number of Qur’anic verses that are selectively cited to 
demonstrate the supposedly violent nature of Islam and its scripture. In fact, however, the 
passage above is followed and qualified by, “But if they repent and fulfill their devotional 
obligations and pay the zakat, then let them go their way, for God is forgiving and kind” 
(9:5). The same is true of another often quoted verse: “Fight those who believe nor in 
God nor in the Last Day.  Nor hold that forbidden which hath been forbidden by God and 
His Apostle, Nor without the line that follows, “until they pay the tax with willing 
submission, and feel themselves subdued” (9:29). 

Is Islam compatible with democracy? 

In pre-modern times all the world’s religions supported monarchies and feudal societies 
and then moved to accommodate modern forms of democracy. Similarly, Muslims today 
are debating the relationship of Islam to democracy. While most wish for greater political 
participation, government accountability, freedoms and human rights, there are many 
different ways to achieve these goals. 

There are various reactions to democratization in the Muslim world. Some argue that 
Islam has its mechanisms and institutions that do not include democracy. Others believe 
that democracy can only be fully realized if Muslim societies restrict religion to private 
life.  Still others contend the Islam is fully capable of accommodating and supporting 
democracy. They argue that traditional Islamic concepts like consultation (shura) 
between ruler and ruled, community consensus (‘ijma), public interest (maslaha) and 
interpretation (ijtihad) can support parliamentary forms of government. 
 
Many believe that, just as the modern democracies of America and Europe accommodate 
diverse relationships with religion, Muslims too can develop their own varieties of 
democratic states that are responsive to indigenous values. 
 
What does Islam say about poverty and social justice? 
 
The social order prescribed by the Qur’an and Sunnah emphasizes the themes of social 
justice, the responsibility of all Muslims – particularly the wealthy – to care for the less 
fortunate and oppressed, and the right and responsibility of the Muslim community to 
defend itself from aggression. Women, orphans, and the poor enjoy special protection in 
the Qur’an. Redistribution of wealth is prescribed through the requirement that Muslims 
pay zakat, or alms tax, of 2 ½ percent of their total wealth. Usury, defined as the 
collection of interest in any amount, is forbidden because it serves as a means of 
exploiting the poor. False contracts where also denounced. The new social order called 
for by Qur’an derived from the principle that the purpose of all actions was to fulfill 
God’s will, rather than to follow one’s own desires or those of the tribe. 



 
Why do Muslims say they are descended from Abraham? 
 
Both the Qur’an and the Old Testament tell the story of Abraham, Sarah, and Hagar. 
While some Jews and Christians are descended from Abraham and his wife Sarah 
through their son Isaac, certain Arab Muslims trace their lineage back to Ismail, 
Abraham’s first-born son by his Egyptian servant, Hagar. In a religious rather than 
genealogical sense, Muslims thus see themselves, as well as Jews and Christians, as 
“children of Abraham.” 
 
How did Islam originate? 
 
Like Judaism and Christianity, Islam originated in the Middle East, where monotheism 
had flourished for many centuries.  In the sixth century of our era, Makkah was emerging 
as a new commercial center with massive new wealth but also with a growing division 
between rich and poor that challenged the traditional system of Arab tribal values and 
social security. This was the time and the social environment in which the Prophet 
Muhammad received his divine revelation and called all to return to the worship of the 
one God and to a socially just society. Muhammad is thus not considered the founder of a 
new religion but rather a religious reformer. 
 
The revelations Muhammad received emphasized social justice, corrected distortions of 
God’s revelations in Judaism and Christianity, and warned that many had strayed. The 
revelations called on all to return to what the Qur’an refers to as the “straight path” of 
Islam, the path of God, which was being revealed one final time through Muhammad, the 
last or “seal” of the prophets. 
 
How do Muslims pray? 
 
Five times each day, hundreds of millions of Muslims face Makkah to pray – at daybreak, 
noon, mid-afternoon, sunset, and evening. These five obligatory prayers are performed in 
Arabic, regardless of the native tongue of the worshiper. Each part of the prayer has its 
function within this daily ritual; the whole is designed to combine meditation, devotion, 
moral elevation and physical exercise. Prayers can be performed individually or in 
congregation. 
 
Preparing to pray, Muslims perform a ritual ablution, or cleansing, to ensure that they are 
in a state of spiritual and physical purity. First, they cleanse their minds and hearts of 
worldly thoughts and concerns, concentrating on God and the blessings he has given 
them; second, they wash hands, face, feet, and their arms up to the elbow, and then say, 
“I bear witness that there is no god but God; He has no partner; and I bear witness that 
Muhammad is His servant and Messenger.” This purification process is as spiritual as it 
is physical, as can be seen in the fact that the worshiper is permitted to use sand 
symbolically if water is not available. The objective is to enter the presence of God with a 
clean mind and body. 
 



Worshipers begin by raising their hands and proclaiming God’s greatness (“Allahu 
akbar!” – “Glory to God most great!”); then, folding their hands over stomach or chest 
and standing upright, they recite what has been described as the essential message of the 
Qur’an, the opening discourse of Chapter 1 Verses 1 through 7, which is translated on 
page 21. 
 
After reciting another, individually chosen, verse from the Qur’an, Muslims bow and 
proclaim “Glory to God in the Highest” three times; returning to the upright position, 
they say, “God hears the one who praises Him,” and “Our Lord, all praise belongs to 
you!” 
 
The next phase of worship is commonly called “prostration” in English, although it does 
not involve lying down at full length.  Muslims first repeat “Allahu akbar!”  Then they 
fall to their knees, placing their hands flat on the ground and bringing their foreheads 
down between their hands to touch the ground. While in this position, Muslims recite 
three times: “Glory to the Lord Most High!” After this, they stand up and repeat the 
entire cycle of prayer. 
 
Prayer also includes sitting on the heels and reciting a formula known as “the 
witnessing,” because it contains the declaration of Muslim faith: “There is no god but 
God and Muhammad is the Messenger of God.”  The witnessing is followed by asking 
God’s blessings for the first and last of God’s prophets, Abraham and Muhammad. 
 
Prayer ends with an invocation of peace. Worshipers turn their heads right and left and 
say, “May the peace, mercy, and blessings of God be upon you.”  Although these words 
are addressed to their fellow believers sitting beside them, Muslims also believe that they 
are addressing their own guardian angels, who remain over their shoulders as they pray. 
After completing the obligatory prayers, Muslims can privately petition God regarding 
their individual needs. 
 
Are Women Second-Class Citizens in Islam? 
 
The status of women in Muslim countries has long been looked to as evidence of 
“Islam’s” oppression of women in matters ranging from the freedom to dress as they 
please to legal rights in divorce.  The true picture of women in Islam is far more complex. 
 
The Qur’an declares that men and women are equal in the eyes of God; man and woman 
were created to be equal parts of a pair (Chapter 41 Verse 49). The Qur’an describes the 
relationship between men and women as one of “love and mercy” (30:21), so that men 
and women are to serve as “members of one another (3:195), as “protectors, one of 
another” (9:71). They are to be like each other’s garment (2:187). 
 
Men and women are equally responsible for adhering to the Five Pillars of Islam.  
Chapter 9 Verses 71-72 states, “The Believes, men and women, are protectors of one 
another; they enjoin what is just, and forbid what is evil; they observe regular prayers, 
pay zukat, and obey God and His Messenger.  On them will God pour His mercy: for God 



is exalted in Power, Wise. God has promised to Believers, men and women, gardens 
under which rivers flow, to dwell therein.” This verse draws added significance from the 
fast that it was the last Qur’an verse to be revealed that addressed relations between men 
and women. Some scholars argue, on the basis of both content and chronology, that this 
verse outlines the ideal vision of that relationship in Islam – one of equality and 
mutuality. 
 
Women have been assigned second-class status in Muslim society based upon a 
misinterpretation of the Qur’an’s Chapter 4 Verse 34, which says: “Men are the guardians 
of women, (on the basis) that God has granted some of them merits greater than others, 
and (on the basis) that they spend of their property (for the support of women).” 
However, contemporary scholars have noted that the “guardianship” referred to in this 
verse is based upon men’s socioeconomic responsibilities for women.  It does not say 
women are incapable of managing their own affairs, controlling themselves or being 
leaders, nor does it say that all men are superior to, preferred to or better than all women. 
 
Another justification of second-class status for women may have been derived from the 
Qur’anic stipulation (2:282) that two female witnesses are equal to one male witness.  If 
one female witness errs, the other can remind her of the truth.  Over time, this was 
interpreted by male scholars to mean that a woman’s testimony should always be given 
half the weight of a man’s. Contemporary scholars point out that the verse specifies 
witnessing in cases of a written transaction, contract or court case.  At the time the 
Qur’an was revealed, most women were not active in business and finance, and a 
woman’s expertise in there fields was likely to have been less than a man’s. 
 
Another area in which gender discrimination has been apparent historically is the matter 
of divorce.  The Qur’an, however, guarantees women equality with respect to the right of 
divorce.  The Qur’an also restricts the practice of polygamy.  Chapter 4 Verse 3 
commands, “Then marry such of the women as appeal to you, two, three or four; but if 
you fear that you cannot be equitable, then only one.”  A corollary verse, 4:129, states, 
“You will never be able to treat wives equitably, even if you are bent on doing that.”  
Contemporary interpreters have argued that these two verses together prohibit polygamy 
and that the true Qur’anic ideal is monogamy. 
 
The 20th century has brought numerous significant reforms for women’s rights in both the 
public and the private spheres.  In the overwhelming majority of Muslim countries, 
women have the right to public education, including at the college level.  In many 
countries, they also have the right to work outside the home, vote, and hold public office.  
Particularly notable in recent years have been the reforms in marriage and divorce laws. 
 
John L. Esposito is accepted by Muslims and Christians alike as one of America’s 
foremost expositors of Islam.  He is University Professor of Religion and International 
Affairs and of Islamic Studies at Georgetown University, and Director of Center for 
Muslim-Christian Understanding.  His more than 30 books include What Everyone Needs 
to Know About Islam, The Islamic Threat: Myth or Reality?, The Oxford History of 
Islam, and The Islamic World: Past and Present. 
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Resources to Promote Diversity and Tolerance 
 
1. Poster set – second is the “One World” series is available FREE to classroom teachers. 
Each set includes 10 full-color posters that combine words and images, a discussion 
guide, and an evaluation form.  Order from Teaching Tolerance, Southern Poverty Law 
Center, PO Box 548, Montgomery, AL   36177-9621 
2. Speak Up!, a guidebook that features stories about bigotry and about how and when to 
speak up.  It also offers information about how to organize “Speak Up!” campaigns.This 
book will be offered FREE to individuals and to groups across the United States in 
October.  Visit tolerance.org to see the online version. 
3. Do Something resources at dosomething.org. 
4. 101Ways to Combat Hate available at Barnes & Noble area bookstores 
5. Paperclip Campaign (to honor Holocaust victims and to promote tolerance) 
information available at paperclipcampaign.org. 
6. amnestyusa.org 
7. womenforwomen.org 
8. www.readtofeed.org (help program for people in underprivileged countries; students 
obtain sponsors who pay a nominal amount for each book read; students donate the 
money earned to Read to Feed) 
 


