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Teacher Background Materials

I.	 Unit Overview and Rationale

In 1991, the Woodrow Wilson National Fellowship Foundation sponsored a summer  
institute for world history teachers on the campus of Princeton University. This program, 

which focused on the theme of global connections in the era of Columbus, inspired 
participants to rethink the teaching of world history, especially the pivotal period before 
and during global contact.

In particular, teachers enjoyed learning about Ibn Battuta. The Muslim world traveler 
and his adventures provide a wonderful mechanism for teaching the early fourteenth 
century and painting the era with a broad brush. If teachers enjoy this topic, then that 
enthusiasm will catch on in the classroom. Students will be able to put themselves into 
the past and mentally travel with Ibn Battuta as he rides across the steppe, sweeps 
across the Indian Ocean in a dhow, or crosses the Sahara on a camel. The concept 
of an Afro-Eurasian zone of intercommunication and of a religiously united region, Dar 
al-Islam (regions converted to Islam or ruled by Muslims), can provide a focus for study 
of the entire period 1000 to 1500 C. E. and can prepare the way for investigation of the 
year 1492 and global contact. The story of Ibn Battuta helps students to understand 
both what we know about the past and how we know about it, in terms of both history 
and historiography.

Map exercises are part of this unit. The initial map work is extensive but worth the effort. 
Even students with a strong geographic background need to be reminded of place 
location. Most importantly, students should begin to think of Afro-Eurasia, that is the 
land mass of Africa and Eurasia together, as one interrelated region in which ideas and 
goods flowed across vast distances. In a practical way, the map work gives students 
a chance to improve hand-eye coordination. Next is a summary of the travels and 
adventures of Ibn Battuta. We have divided the travels into segments in order to focus 
on particular regions within Dar al-Islam. Suggested activities at the end are designed 
to develop in students a variety of skills. The subsequent lessons incorporate primary 
documents into assignments that teach higher order thinking skills. The documents 
bring Ibn Battuta alive and get the students thinking about how one does history.

II.	U nit Context

This unit may be presented in connection with such commonly taught topics as  
Muslim civilization, the Mongol empires, West African kingdoms, Europe in the 

later Middle Ages, medieval trade and travel, Marco Polo, the Black Death, and the 
hemispheric context of the European voyages of discovery.
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Teacher Background Materials

Teachers and students should note that throughout this unit the term “Southwest Asia” 
is used to designate the area commonly referred to as the Middle East, that is, the 
region extending from the eastern coast of the Mediterranean Sea to Afghanistan, 
including Turkey and the Arabian Peninsula. Egypt is designated separately. This usage 
is compatible with the National Standards for History.

III.Correlation to the National History Standards

Ibn Battuta: A View of the Fourteenth-Century World” provides teaching materials that  
address the National Standards for History, Basic Edition (National Center for History 

in the Schools, UCLA, 1996), World History, Era 5, “Intensified Hemispheric Interactions, 
1000-1500 C.E.” Lessons specifically address Standard 1 C on the rise of new states 
and the expansion of Islam, 3B on the significance of Mongol rule, 4AB on the growth 
of states, towns, and trade in West and East Africa, 5A on the consequences of the 
Black Death, and 7 on the importance of Muslims and Muslim civilization in mediating 
long-distances exchanges.

V.	U nit Objectives

1.	 Students will understand the physical geography of Afro-Eurasia and the 
features that connect large parts of this world region.

2.	 Students will understand the significance of Ibn Battuta’s journey in the 
context of historical documents and the religious and cultural experience of 
Muslims within Dar al-Islam.

3.	 Students will be able to read and interpret maps and primary documents.

4.	 Students will be able to write cohesive essays as well as verbally analyze 
the material presented.

5.	 Students will better understand the tools and dilemmas of the historian in 
doing research and using primary sources.
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V.	L esson Plans

1.	 Ibn Battuta and His Travels

2.	 The Geography of Afro-Eurasia and Dar al-Islam, circa 1330

3.	 Why Can’t Everyone Be Like Me?

4.	 The Historian’s Dilemma: To What Extent Can Primary Documents Be 
Trusted?

5.	 The Realities of Dar al-Islam

6.	 Ibn Battuta’s Trip to Mali

Teacher Background Materials
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Dramatic Moment

Woe is me! Seven days ago I was leading an important diplomatic mission to the  
emperor of China in Peking. I was entrusted with loads of fine goods and 

hundreds of slaves and horses as gifts to the emperor from the sultan of Delhi. A 
thousand cavalry soldiers accompanied us to give protection. My ambassadorship 
was a sign of the esteem in which the Sultan held me, a Muslim scholar from 
Morocco. Now look at me!

As our entourage traveled across India, we were attacked by Hindu rebels. We were 
robbed and became separated from one another. A small group of us were trying to 
decide what to do next when an enemy force sprang at us from nearby woods. We 
fought furiously, but then I found myself alone and fearing for my life. The rebels drove 
my horse off and chased me. I hid at the bottom of a deep, dirty ditch until they got 
tired of trying searching for me. After nightfall, I crawled out of the ditch, stiff, sore, 
and bruised. Then, I set off on foot to find food and protection.

As I trudged along moaning about my bad luck, my predicament got even worse. 
About forty men suddenly blocked my path, weapons aimed at me. I feared this was 
the end! They took my last sword and all the rest of my personal possessions. They 
left me with nothing but the clothes I was wearing. Then they marched me to their 
camp and let me know I was to be killed. I turned in prayer to God and began to recite 
passages from the Holy Qur’an.

Then I was puzzled because nothing seemed to be happening. The villains were sitting 
around trying to decide who should kill me when one of them asked what they could 
gain by murder since they had taken everything I had to offer. They decided to let me 
go! I thanked God for his mercy and ran into a nearby bamboo forest. Now I have 
wandered for days with no idea where I am. I’ve existed on herbs and well water. I’ve 
became an expert at eluding robbers and rebels who roam the countryside. One day 
I hid in a cotton field for hours to escape the attention of a band of fifty armed Hindus. 
Finally, a week after setting out from Delhi and surviving several violent encounters, I 
am afraid I am going to die of starvation and exhaustion out here on the North Indian 
plain. But listen! Here comes someone. Should I hide or. . . .

Source: Adapted by Helen Grady from Ross E. Dunn, The Adventures of Ibn Baattuta: A Muslim Traveler 
of the 14th Century, pp. 213–17.
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Lesson One:
A Summary Account of Ibn Battuta’s Travels

A.	 Objectives

1.	 Students will read, accurately interpret, and analyze primary documents.

2.	 Students will learn historical research skills (e.g. formulate questions from 
encounters with documents, obtain data from a variety of sources, and 
examine the context of historical data).

3.	 Students will examine the influence of geography in history.

4.	 Students will improve skills at drawing comparisons across eras in order to 
define enduring issues as well as large-scale developments that transcend 
regional boundaries.

B.	 Historical Background Information for Teachers

The Life and Times of the Moroccan Traveler

During the first half of the fourteenth century a large part of Afro-Eurasia was tied 
together by trade. Religion, politics, and culture united and divided the pan-continental 
region stretching from Europe and western Africa in the West to China and Japan in 
the East. Many historians refer to this region as the Afro-Eurasian intercommunicating 
zone. Overtime, the societies, cities, and trade routes of this zone became increasingly 
connected, welding the Mediterranean, Southwest Asia, and most of India and China 
into a single region of interaction and change. By the fourteenth century, Southeast Asia, 
Inner Asia, northern Europe, and much of Sub-Saharan Africa were fully incorporated 
into this interacting zone.

The interconnected chain of deserts and steppes extending from the Sahara 
to the Gobi allowed pastoral groups to move quickly. Pastoral populations exchanged 
goods and elements of culture during peaceful times. The nomadic peoples could also 
be a threat to settled agrarian communities. Periodically nomads would attack settled 
populations, pillage cities, and change the ruling structure and way of life of the people. 
The last major nomadic movement in Afro-Eurasia occurred in the thirteenth century 
when the Mongols and their allies spread out of Central Asia, conquering China, Russia, 
and much of Southwest Asia. Their conquest created the largest land empire the world 
had ever known.
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Countries as we know them today did not exist in the fourteenth century. People 
did not feel that they belonged to a nation. Rather, their most basic allegiances were 
to their extended family, lineage, clan, neighborhood and occupational group. Political 
leaders or rulers regulated the government and extracted taxes from those they governed. 
The centers of learning and culture were in the cities. For Muslims, the cities were 
important because they were the location of government, manufacture, and trade, as 
well as educational institutions where learned men gathered to study, share knowledge, 
and teach the rising generation.

The period from 1000 to 1500 C.E. saw the expansion of Islam as a religious and 
cultural force among increasing numbers of people in this zone of intercommunication. 
Islam expanded for two main reasons. The first was the movement of Turkish-speaking 
Muslims, both conquerors and migrants, from original homelands in Inner Asia to 
Southwest Asia, Egypt, and India. The second reason was the spread of Muslim traders 
into lands touching the Indian Ocean, Central Asia, and West Africa south of the Sahara. 
With the spread of Islam came the idea that all humans were made equal through their 
allegiance to the one God and to His holy laws (the shari’a).

When Ibn Battuta was born in 1304, the Mongol military rulers of Persia and 
West Central Asia, call the khans, were converting to Islam. This development gave Ibn 
Battuta the freedom to travel widely under the protection of his religion. He participated 
in four different travel and migration movements. The first was the holy pilgrimage, or 
hajj to visit Mecca and Medina. The second was as a follower of Sufism, the dimension 
of Islam that emphasized love, devotion to God, and the struggle to come closer to 
Him. Muslims dedicated to Sufi ideals often made journeys, sometimes over long 
distances, to visit well-known spiritual teachers and their centers of Muslim study and 
prayer. The third movement was Ibn Battuta’s travels to urban centers of learning as a 
Muslim scholar. The fourth included journeys to areas new to Islam where he sought 
employment, adventure, and honor.

Ibn Battuta journeyed, not as a citizen of Morocco, but as a Muslim, an enlightened 
member of the larger world of Muslim peoples known as Dar al-Islam. Touching this 
Islamic world were regions of other religions and cultures involved in trade with Muslim 
lands. Ibn Battuta visited some of these regions, but he never seemed to be comfortable 
when traveling beyond the frontiers of Dar al-Islam. The Moroccan traveler provides 
us with a view of an urban, civilized, culturally diverse world. It was a world struggling 
to realize Islam’s ideals of universal brotherhood as expressed in the Holy Qur’an and 
the sacred law. Understanding this world view and the history of the places Ibn Battuta 
visited can help us grasp the meaning of events in the modern and contemporary eras. 
Most important for capturing the imagination of students, Ibn Battuta’s life of travels is 
an interesting story, filled with drama, adventure, and historical grandeur.

C. 	 Lesson Activities (Completion Time: 3-4 days)

Lesson One Historical Background
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Lesson One Teacher’s Activity Guide

The lesson activities provide a range of ideas and skill exercises to enhance 
students’ knowledge of and ability to do history. These abilities imply skill in writing, 
research, critical thinking, and understanding the influence of geography in history. 
The story of Ibn Battuta presents the opportunity to see the interaction of peoples in 
the Eastern Hemisphere, to look at individual regions within the Afro-Eurasian zone 
of intercommunication, and to understand Afro-Eurasia as it was before the era of 
global contact. Activities are suggested pertaining to the several sections of his Book 
of Travels, called in Arabic the Rihla.

Have students read Student Handout 1, “Ibn Battuta: Who and why important?” 
Explain that Ibn Battuta was an educated Muslim who had studied the shari’a, the 
sacred law of Islam. As a traveling scholar he was given shelter, food, and virtually 
everything he needed in his travels throughout Dar al-Islam, the cultural boundaries of 
the lslamic world. Dar al-Islam, embraced lands where Muslims predominated or where 
Muslim kings and princes ruled over non-Muslim majorities. Throughout Dar al-Islam 
the shari’a was the foundation of social order.

Distribute copies of Student Handout 2, “The Life of Ibn Battuta.” A number 
of places are mentioned in the reading that may be unfamiliar to students. Use the 
alphabetical list of places given below as a `pre-test’ to determine which students may 
already know. Before students read the handout, locate the following places mentioned 
in the reading on a world map:

Afghanistan
Arabian Peninsula
Asia Minor
Bengal
Black Sea
Burma
Canton (Kwangchow)
Ceylon (Sri Lanka)
Constantinople (Istanbul)
Delhi
Egypt

Fez
Gibraltar

Granada
India
Indus River
Iraq
Khurasan (Khorasan)
Maldive Islands
Mali
Mecca
Medina

Morocco
Oman

Palestine
Persia (Iran)
Sahara Desert
Sudan
Sumatra
Syria
Tanzania
Transoxiana (Uzbekistan)

Use the reading on 
Ibn Battuta as a homework 

assignment or general class reading. What was the purpose of Ibn Battuta’s first journey 
beyond Morocco? Why did he continue to travel throughout the Islamic world after the 
hajj? Discuss why people travel today. Where might one hesitate to travel today? Why? 
Did Ibn Battuta travel for similar reasons? Explain how his travels may have differed 
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from those most people take today. Explain why Ibn Battuta limited his travels mainly 
to regions within Dar al-Islam.

One option is to divide the class into groups. Assemble the alphabetical lists of 
places by region and assign a different region to each group. Have students sketch a 
map of their assigned region on a large sheet of butcher paper to dimensions previously 
determined for all groups. Students, working within their groups, should locate each of 
the places on their section of the class map and use a photograph or drawn illustration 
to symbolize the region (e.g. Constantinople, Hagia Sophia; Palestine, The Dome of 
the Rock.) Assemble the maps and display on a wall or large bulletin board. Refer to 
the class map throughout the study of the unit.

After discussing Ibn Battuta’s life and the reasons for his journeys have students 
read Student Handout 3, “The Rihla: How do we know about Ibn Battuta?” Explain that 
the Rihla is considered as a primary source document even though some sections may 
have been added by Ibn Juzayy who did not accompany Ibn Battuta on his journeys. 
Ask students how can its reliability be judged? To what extent can primary documents 
be trusted?

Discuss and list the various reasons why people keep a journal or diary or 
why they write a travelogue. List the reasons. For homework, ask students to keep 
a journal of the events in their lives over the next twenty-four hours. On the following 
day, allow students to share what they wrote. Did different students see some of the 
same activities in a different light? The same way? Why might there be similarities and 
differences in these journals? If these journals were found a century later and used 
by historians to write about the daily life of people of our time, what are some of the 
problems they may encounter in interpreting events? Follow up with a discussion of 
the purpose of Ibn Battuta’s Rihla. How might his motives influence what was recorded 
and how it was told?

In order to establish a context for Ibn Battuta’s travels, have students read 
Student Handout 4, “Ibn Battuta: What was his early background and education?” 
What influence did religious beliefs have on his life?

For the last part of Lesson One, divide the class into five groups and explain 
that each group will examine a reading that explores a different part of the travels 
of Ibn Battuta. (Use Group Handouts One-Five.) After discussing the reading and 
related questions within the group, have members of each group report to the class 
summarizing their leg of the journey. Plot the journey on a classroom map as the reports 
are given.

Lesson One Teacher’s Activity Guide
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Map 1: Cities of Eurasia and Africa in the Fourteenth Century

Map 2: Region of the Strait of Gibraltar
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Conclude the lesson with a discussion of the importance of Ibn Battuta’s travels. 
What do his travels reveal about Dar al-Islam of the fourteenth century.

Group 1: The Hajj: Travels through Egypt, Syria, and Arabia

QUESTIONS: Why did Ibn Battuta leave home? What major cities did he visit on this 
leg of this journey? How did he spend his time in these cities? Why is the hajj both a 
religious and an enlightening experience for Muslims?

Group 2: Travels to Iraq, Persia, Arabia, and East Africa

QUESTIONS: How do the basic beliefs of the Shi’a and Sunni sects differ? In what 
ways are the pillars of Islam reflected in this reading? How important was trade in the 
fourteenth-century Muslim world? How did trade promote interregional contact?

Group 3: Travels to Anatolia and the Asian Steppes

QUESTIONS: How was Ibn Battuta treated during his residency in Anatolia? What were 
Ibn Battuta’s impressions of the Byzantine capital? How does this reading illustrate 
differences in cultural beliefs in Dar al-Islam?

Group 4: Travels to India and China

QUESTIONS: How did Ibn Battuta show his concern for people suffering from famine in 
Northern India? Why was he imprisoned by the Sultan? How did he attempt to enforce 
the shari’a while serving as qadi in the Maldives? What evidence can be given to support 
the belief that Ibn Battuta traveled to China?

Group 5: Travels to Morocco, Spain, and Mali

QUESTIONS: What caused the Black Death? How did it spread? How serious was the 
plague in Southwest Asia and North Africa? How important was the salt trade? Some 
historian believe that the Sultan of Morocco sent Ibn Battuta to Mali to visit Mansa 
Sulayman and gather intelligence information. Why might the Sultan want information 
about Mali?

Lesson One Teacher’s Activity Guide
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D.	 Culminating Activities

Teachers may elect to use one or more of the following activities to culminate the 
lesson.

1.	 Divide the class into teams, assigning each a research project related to a region 
Ibn Battuta visited. Research the political, economic, and social characteristics 
of each region. Explore the clothing, foods, rituals, language, architecture, art, 
music, and dance of the people in Ibn Battuta’s time. Set up the classroom with 
different stations around the room representing the regions researched. The teams 
should be dressed in costume and decorate their section with a banner and a 
poster showing the topography of the region. Foods and trade items should be 
illustrated or available to be shared by the class. Have a team of “reporters” go 
around the room and interview each regional team, asking pertinent questions. 
Videotape the interviews and show the next day, analyzing the accuracy of the 
presentations. Invite another class to participate. 

2.	 Create a HyperCard stack or a Web site based on the adventures of Ibn Battuta. 
Students can use their research as the informational part of the stack or site. A 
map of Afro-Eurasia should have hot buttons tied to different geographic areas, 
which in turn would give information about the physical setting, economic viability, 
customs, and political culture of the region. Scan in images and incorporate 
them into the project. Topics such as the Five Pillars of Islam, the architecture of 
mosques, and biographies of important people might be included. Collaborate 
with a computer teacher, allowing time for writing, proofing, and scanning. Get a 
team of three or four students to create the final product. The project takes time, 
but teaches many skills and is well worth the effort.

3.	 Trace the complete travels of Ibn Battuta using the maps in this unit. Make 
a calculated estimate of the number of miles he traveled. (One historian has 
estimated about 73,000 miles total, another 75,000 miles. How does your estimate 
compare?) Compare Ibn Battuta’s travel mileage with the distance across the 
continental United States, the Atlantic Ocean, or around the world. List all the 
means of transportation he used or was likely to use. Do you think Ibn Battuta 
was unique in traveling so far?

4.	 Design a newspaper featuring Ibn Battuta’s story and events of a particular year 
in the fourteenth century. Illustrate with political cartoons or drawings reflecting 
topics and aspects of Ibn Battuta’s journey.

5. 	 Write a short play about an imaginary meeting between Ibn Battuta (1304-1368) 
and Marco Polo (1254-1324). In the drama, the Italian traveler visits Tangier when 
Ibn Battuta is a teenager. They meet and talk about Marco Polo’s adventures, 
and the young Moroccan shows much curiosity about the world.

Lesson One Teacher’s Activity Guide
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E.	E xtension Activities on Ibn Battuta and His Rihla

The lesson may be extended by having students work individually or in groups on 
research projects such as:

1.	 Construct a mural illustrating Ibn Battuta’s twenty-nine years of adventure. Write 
an accompanying report below each section.

2.	 Visit a local mosque or invite a speaker to talk about Islam. Students who are 
Muslims may be happy to explain basic aspects of their religion. Students should 
be aware of the fact that Islam, like Christianity and Judaism, has a fundamental 
unitary teaching but embraces a wide range of local beliefs, practices, and cultural 
habits.

3.	 Choose a trade product and trace its movement from its point of origin somewhere 
in the world to its point of consumption somewhere else. What goods moved in 
the opposite direction? Groups can be assigned different products and different 
trade routes. (For example, silk moved on ocean routes and various land routes; 
salt was carried to Mali in exchange for gold.)

4.	 Compare and contrast two regions or localities within Dar al-Islam that had 
different cultural traditions during Ibn Battuta’s time.

5. 	 Research the importance of a city that Ibn Battuta visited. Explain its geographic 
significance of the city and describe daily life there.

6. 	 Write and illustrate a tourist guide to a city visited by Ibn Battuta.

7. 	 Research and illustrate the architecture of mosques in different regions that Ibn 
Battuta visited. How might the form and shape of the mosque, building materials 
used, and style of decoration reflect or express cultural styles of the region?

8. 	 Check the index of Aramco Magazine or National Geographic for articles focusing 
on relevant topics such as the Silk Route, the Dome of the Rock, or the hajj. Write 
a report on one of the topics. (See the bibliography at the end of this unit for the 
reference to the article on Ibn Battuta in National Geographic, Dec. 1991.)

9. 	 Research the lives of rulers-African, Asian, or European-contemporary to Ibn 
Battuta.

Lesson One Teacher’s Activity Guide
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10. 	 Analyze customary relations between men and women in Islam. Compare and 
contrast regional differences, differences before and after the introduction of 
Islam, differences between Ibn Battuta’s time and today.

11. 	 Visit a museum to look for artifacts which are contemporary with Ibn Battuta. 
Research the importance of these items.

12.	 Research the Crusades and the interaction of Muslims and Christians in Granada, 
Morocco, Egypt, Syria, and the Byzantine Empire. How did both sides view each 
other? To What extent was there cultural, political, and economic exchange?

13.	 Compare and contrast the life of a student in a madrasa (Muslim college of 
law and the religious sciences) with that of a student in a medieval European 
university.

14.	 Research the conquests of the Mongols under Chinggis (Genghis) Khan. Compare 
and contrast the development and decline of the empires of the Ilkhanate of 
Persia and Iraq, Kipchak (the Golden Horde), and the Delhi Sultanate. How did 
change to sedentary life or urban life affect these nomadic peoples?

15.	 Draw two maps, one showing the effects of the monsoons on the Indian Ocean 
in summer and one on the monsoons in winter. Analyze how the winds affected 
trade between the west coast of India and the east coast of Africa. Why do 
you think ships were able to sale between western India and the Persian Gulf 
almost any time of year? How did the design of ships in the Indian Ocean take 
advantage of the monsoon pattern?

16.	 Research the city of Delhi during the time of the Delhi Sultanate. Compare 
fourteenth-century Delhi with Venice, Genoa, or London of the same period in 
terms of size, population, architecture, economic life, international trade, religious, 
or other factors.

Lesson One Teacher’s Activity Guide




