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General Orientation  

 This seminar seeks first to explore issues related generally to understanding the 

relationship of religious belief and practice to the politics of a liberal state and second to apply 

these understandings to understanding the place of Islam and Muslims in liberal states.   

 

The initial meeting will set up the general problem of pluralism, liberalism and religion 

broadly through exploring three different liberal conceptions of the relationship of liberalism 

to religion through the writings of John Rawls, Jurgen Habermas and Robert Audi.  The next 

session will look at criticisms of these liberal models of religious toleration, albeit from a 

more or less liberal perspective.  The third meeting will introduce religious objections to 

liberalism.  

 

Meetings four through six will discuss the law of religious accommodation in Canada and 

the United States and the related problem of multi-culturalism.  

 

Meeting 7 will consider historical Muslim responses to the possibility of non-Islamic rule, 

albeit in circumstances differing radically from liberalism.  We will attempt to understand the 

concerns that animated these pre-modern Muslim anxieties about non-Islamic rule and attempt 

to determine whether liberalism might alleviate or exacerbate those anxieties, or both. 

 

Meeting 8 serves as an introduction to the political thought of pre-modern Muslims in an 

attempt to give students a certain background on the nature of pre-modern Islamic political 

discourse and to introduce them to some of the questions which will become the object of 

reform (or attempts at reform) in the 19
th
 and 20

th
 centuries.  Meetings 9 and 10 will focus on 

Muslim responses to liberalism and modernity by reading selections of various Muslim 

authors from the 19
th
 and 20

th
 centuries.   

 

Meetings 11 and 12 will return to the issue of practice, this time looking at liberal 

“practice” of religious freedom as experienced by Muslims in Europe and in Canada as 

illustrated by the Ontario shari’a law arbitration controversy of 2004 – 2005, and in light of 

normative liberal theory as articulated by the various representatives of the liberal tradition we 

read during the course and the case law of North American courts. 
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Objectives 

After this seminar, I hope that you will be able to: 

• Understand how liberal commitments such as equality, autonomy and freedom of 

religion are often in tension and what kind of political solutions are available to 

resolve these tensions; and  

• Understand basic issues faced by Muslims living in liberal states. 

Participation 

Because this is a seminar, active participation is required for each session.  If you will not 

be able to attend a session, please provide me with advance notice.  I have usually divided the 

readings between mandatory readings and additional background readings. Two (or more) 

students will be on call for each meeting beginning with week 4 of the seminar.  Students who 

are on call will be responsible for both the mandatory and the additional background readings.  

They will present the arguments developed in the additional background readings to the class, 

with one of the students having the responsibility to defend the author’s argument, and the 

other student having the task of critiquing it. 

Materials 

• Required materials for this course consist of a three volumes of materials which may 

be found in the law school bookstore. 

You will be expected to be familiar with the readings prior to class.   

Blackboard 

You will need to sign up for access for the course’s Blackboard site as soon as 

practicable.  Class-related announcements will typically be made on Blackboard and I will 

generally respond to e-mail questions to the entire class by using Blackboard. 

Evaluation 

Students, at their option, may either (1) write 10, 750-word reaction papers (to be 

submitted 24 hours prior to class) or (2) write a single 40-page extended paper, the final 

version of which must be handed in no later than 10:00 am on December 20, along with three-

reaction papers of your choice.  Preliminary drafts should be submitted by November 18 to 

allow me sufficient time to provide comments before the last class meeting on November 25.  

Ninety percent of your mark will be determined based on your written work product, with the 

remaining 10% determined by the level and quality of your participation. 

Office Hours and Contact Information 

Feel free to approach me during breaks or immediately after class, or to come to my office 

during regularly scheduled office hours, which are Tuesday 9:00 – 11:00 am.  You should also 

feel free to come by at any other time as well, but in that case you might wish to contact me in 

advance to confirm that I will be present.  
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My office is located at 403 Flavelle.  You may also send me questions via e-mail at 

mohammad.fadel@utoronto.ca.  The office of my assistant, Nancy Bueler 

(nancy.bueler@utoronto.ca), is located on the second floor of Flavelle.  Her phone number is 

416.978.5587. 
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