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GENDER IN ISLAMIC HISTORY 

INTRODUCTION TO COURSE DESCRIPTION 
The rights, roles, and appearance of Muslim women have been the focus of intense 
debate both within Muslim societies and in our own. This course examines gender issues 
in Islamic societies from the seventh century to the present. Topics covered include 
gender and sexuality in Islamic law; Middle Eastern feminisms and their relationship to 
Islam; the politics of masculinity; veiling; and the impact of Orientalism and colonialism 
on contemporary understandings about gender and sexuality in the Middle East. 

SYLLABUS FOR GENDER IN ISLAMIC HISTORY (76695)   

Fall 2016 History Department 
California State University, Fresno  

Gender in Islamic History Instructor Name: Stacy Fahrenthold 

Units: 3 Office Location: Social Science 128 

Time: Tu 6:30-9:20 pm E-Mail: sfahrenthold@csufresno.edu 

Location: Social Science 104 Telephone: 278-6237 

Website: 
http://blackboard.csufresno.edu 

Office Hours: M, Th 10:00 am- 12:00 
pm or by appointment 

 
Course description: Course examines gender issues in Islamic societies from the seventh 
century to the present. Topics covered include the lives of notable women in Islamic 
history; gender and sexuality in Islamic law; Middle Eastern feminisms and their 
relationship to Islam, secularism, nationalism, and colonialism; gender roles and 
sexuality; the politics of masculinity and machismo; veiling; the impact of Orientalism; 
and understanding of gender in the modern Middle East. 
Course Prerequisites: none.  

REQUIRED COURSE MATERIALS 
1. Leila	Ahmed,	Women	and	Gender	in	Islam:	Historical	Roots	of	a	Modern	Debate.	New	

Haven:	Yale	University	Press,	1992.	
2. Lila	Abu	Lughod,	Do	Muslim	Women	Need	Saving?	Cambridge,	MA:	Harvard	

University	Press,	2013.	
3. Judith	Tucker,	In	the	House	of	the	Law:	Gender	and	Islamic	Law	in	Ottoman	Syria	and	

Palestine.	Berkeley:	University	of	California	Press,	1998.	
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4. Marjane	Satrapi,	Persepolis:	the	Story	of	a	Childhood.	New	York:	Pantheon	Books,	
2003.	

5. Additional	readings	are	posted	on	our	course	Blackboard	site.	These	are	marked	
with	a	(Bb)	on	the	course	schedule	and	can	be	accessed	via	
http://blackboard.fresnostate.edu	

 

COURSE SPECIFICS 
Course goals: This course offers an in-depth, topical analysis of gender and sexuality 
issues in Islamic history from the seventh century to the present. It assumes no prior 
knowledge of Islamic history but privileges depth over breadth. Students will be trained 
to employ gendered analysis within an Islamic context, will gain an understanding of 
gender in Islamic law (shariʿa), and will discuss how modern colonialism, politics, and 
Islamophobia shape public ideas about Islam in general and Muslim women in particular. 

Student Learning Outcomes:  
1. Students will examine the historical roots of contemporary debates concerning 

gender, sexuality, patriarchy, and religion in Islamic societies in the Middle East. 
2. Students will analyze and historically contextualize changes in gender hierarchies, 

sexual norms, and family structure in Islamic law in Middle Eastern societies.  
3. Students will develop critical reading skills working with an array of written 

primary sources, legal treatises, visual culture, and contemporary pop cultural 
representations of gendered bodies. 

4. Students will be familiarized with and expected to engage with discourses about 
gender in Islam and the impacts of larger forces like imperialism, Orientalism, 
and Islamophobia on how Islam is discussed in contemporary America. 

Course requirements/assignments: this course has graded course participation, two 
papers, a journal requirement, and a final exam. Each requirement is listed below: 

1. Course Participation: you are expected to attend all lecture sessions prepared to 
discuss the day’s assigned readings from the textbooks and Blackboard selections. 
Regular attendance is very important for this course because we meet 
infrequently. Multiple absences will result in a reduced participation grade, and 
more than 2 unexcused absences will result in a participation grade of zero. If you 
must miss a class, please email me ahead of time, and make sure to collect the 
day’s notes from a peer. In addition to regular attendance, in-class engagement 
and participation in discussions is the best way to boost a participation grade. 

2. Journaling/Course Notes: because this course meets once weekly, our success in 
the classroom depends on quality preparation of readings outside of class. You are 
expected to use these journals (provided) to prepare for in-class sessions. What 
this looks like is up to you, but typically students use this space for reading notes, 
in-class notetaking, brainstorming for papers, etc. You are expected to spend a 
page or two reflecting on the journal prompts for each week listed on the class 
schedule. We will base in-class discussions on these prompts, so they should be 
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prepared before the day in which they are listed. Other than that, use them in a 
way that helps you study. When we meet for office hours, bring them along and 
we will work with them. Use them wisely and they will be very useful to you as 
you study for the final exam. Please bring them to every class. I will take up 
journals periodically to grade them for completion.  

3. Islamic Law Paper (1000 words, due October 18): this course includes an 
intensive exploration of gender and family issues in classical Islamic law (known 
as sharia in Arabic). We will discuss the law and its applications in personal status 
matters (marriage, sex, divorce, and inheritance). For this paper, you will assume 
the role of the religious judge (the mujtahid) in a family dispute. You will rule on 
a case in accordance with the principles of the law as we learn about them in 
class. You are expected to cite your sources in footnotes employing the Chicago 
Manual of Style format. The paper will be 12 point, Times New Roman font, with 
1 inch margins on all sides. A Paper Formatting Guide will be posted on 
Blackboard and we will discuss this assignment in more detail in class.  

4. Persepolis Paper (1000 words, due November 22): this paper will be an analysis 
of Marjane Satrapi’s graphic novel, Persepolis, in connection to our larger course 
themes. You are expected to cite your sources in footnotes employing the Chicago 
Manual of Style format. The paper will be 12 point, Times New Roman font, with 
1 inch margins on all sides. A Paper Formatting Guide will be posted on 
Blackboard and we will discuss this assignment in more detail in class.  

5. Final Exam (December 13): will be short answer and essay format, covering all 
readings and lecture material for the semester. A study guide will be posted on 
Blackboard in advance. 

Grading policy: course grades are calculated on the following scale: 100-90% is A; 89-
80 is B; 79-70 is C; 69-60 is D; etc. Participation and Journal grades will be assessed 
regularly on a “check plus,” “check,” and “check minus” basis, typically on completion. 
By the semester’s end, these two grades reflect the following standards: 

Outstanding: A Range 

I did all the required 
readings, attended every 

session, raised and 
discussed relevant 

issues, and engaged with 
the class. I responded to 
all journal prompts, kept 

regular course notes, 
and drew on these 
materials in class 

discussion. 

Good: B Range 

I did most of the 
required readings, 

came to every session, 
raised and discussed 

relevant issues most of 
the time. Engaged with 

the class.  I also 
responded to journal 

prompts and even took 
regular course notes. 

Satisfactory: C 
Range 

I did some of the 
required readings, 

came to most of the 
sessions, remained 

interested but hardly 
ever spoke. I 

responded to most of 
the journal prompts 

but did not keep 
course notes. 

Poor: D 
Range 

I came, I 
heard, but I 
didn’t really 
participate. I 

journaled 
once or twice 

but did not 
take course 

notes. 

Fail: F 
Range 

What 
journal? 
Which 

discussions? 
Where am 

I? 
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Assignment and examination schedule 

Due Date Assignment Points/Percent 

  Course Participation  20 %  

Ongoing, will 
be checked 
periodically 

Journaling / Course Notes 10 % 

18 October Islamic Law Paper 25 %  

22 November Persepolis Paper 25 % 

13 December Short Answer and Essay Final Exam 20 % 

 

COURSE POLICIES & SAFETY ISSUES 

Attendance and Participation: you are expected to attend all lecture sessions. Frequent 
absences will result in a reduced participation grade, and more than 2 unexcused absences 
will result in a participation grade of zero. If you must miss a class, please email me 
ahead of time, and make sure to collect the day’s notes from a peer.  

Laptop and Cellphone Etiquette: laptops are allowed in the classroom on the condition 
that they are used for note-taking only. Please silence cellphones and do not text in class. 

Late work: late work is not accepted in this course. However, extensions and makeup 
assignments can be granted in cases of extenuating circumstances. If you have an 
emergency that precludes you from meeting a deadline, please contact me as soon as 
possible (e.g. before the deadline), and we will assess the possibility of an extension. 
Work that is late without a previously agreed-upon extension will be penalized one letter 
grade per day, and will not be accepted at all after five days.  

Classroom Conduct: The Middle East is one of the world’s most diverse places, and 
from this diversity comes an abundance of ideas, worldviews, and opinions. Sometimes 
from this abundance comes profound disagreement over how histories are constructed, 
remembered, or told. Disagreements are instructive and can teach us something, but only 
if we can debate them in a dispassionate, evidence-based way. In that spirit, all questions, 
informed opinions, and debates are welcome in this classroom on one condition: that as 
students, you must deal with one another respectfully. As your professor, I will mediate 
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in-class discussions and I reserve the right to redirect debates as required. Any student 
who knowingly acts in a disrespectful manner to a peer may be dismissed for the day. 

Plagiarism Detection: The campus subscribes to Turnitin plagiarism prevention service 
through Blackboard, and you will submit written assignments to Turnitin. Student work 
will be used for plagiarism detection and for no other purpose. The student may indicate 
in writing to the instructor that he/she refuses to participate in the plagiarism detection 
process, in which case the instructor can use other electronic means to verify the 
originality of their work. Turnitin Originality Reports will be available for your viewing. 

UNIVERSITY POLICIES AND SERVICES 
Students with Disabilities:  Upon identifying themselves to the instructor and the 
university, students with disabilities will receive reasonable accommodation for learning 
and evaluation. For more information, contact Services to Students with Disabilities in 
the Henry Madden Library, Room 1202 (278-2811). 

Honor Code: Members of the Fresno State academic community adhere to principles of 
academic integrity and mutual respect while engaged in university work and related 
activities.” You should: 

a) understand or seek clarification about expectations for academic integrity in this 
course (including no cheating, plagiarism and inappropriate collaboration) 

b) neither give nor receive unauthorized aid on examinations or other course work 
that is used by the instructor as the basis of grading. 

c) take responsibility to monitor academic dishonesty in any form and to report it to 
the instructor or other appropriate official for action. 

Cheating and Plagiarism:  Cheating is the actual or attempted practice of fraudulent or 
deceptive acts for the purpose of improving one's grade or obtaining course credit; such 
acts also include assisting another student to do so. Typically, such acts occur in relation 
to examinations. However, it is the intent of this definition that the term 'cheating' not be 
limited to examination situations only, but that it includes any and all actions by a student 
that are intended to gain an unearned academic advantage by fraudulent or deceptive 
means. Plagiarism is a specific form of cheating which consists of the misuse of the 
published and/or unpublished works of others by misrepresenting the material (i.e., their 
intellectual property) so used as one's own work.  Penalties for cheating and plagiarism 
range from a 0 or F on a particular assignment, through an F for the course, to expulsion 
from the university. For more information on the University's policy regarding cheating 
and plagiarism, refer to the Class Schedule (Legal Notices on Cheating and Plagiarism) 
or the University Catalog (Policies and Regulations). 

Copyright Policy:  Copyright laws and fair use policies protect the rights of those who 
have produced the material. The copy in this course has been provided for private study, 
scholarship, or research. Other uses may require permission from the copyright holder. 
The user of this work is responsible for adhering to copyright law of the U.S. (Title 17, 
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U.S. Code). To help you familiarize yourself with copyright and fair use policies, the 
University encourages you to visit its Copyright Web Page 
https:/library.fresnostate.edu/info/copyright-policy 

Blackboard course web sites contain material protected by copyrights held by the 
instructor, other individuals or institutions. Such material is used for educational purposes 
in accord with copyright law and/or with permission given by the owners of the original 
material. You may download one copy of the materials on any single computer for non-
commercial, personal, or educational purposes only, provided that you (1) do not modify 
it, (2) use it only for the duration of this course, and (3) include both this notice and any 
copyright notice originally included with the material. Beyond this use, no material from 
the course web site may be copied, reproduced, re-published, uploaded, posted, 
transmitted, or distributed in any way without the permission of the original copyright 
holder. The instructor assumes no responsibility for individuals who improperly use 
copyrighted material placed on the web site. 

For free tutoring on campus, contact the Learning Center 
(http://fresnostate.edu/studentaffairs/lrc) in the Collection Level (basement level) of the 
Henry Madden Library. You can reach them by phone at 559.278.3052. 

SUBJECT TO CHANGE STATEMENT 
This syllabus and schedule are subject to change in the event of extenuating 
circumstances.  

TENTATIVE COURSE SCHEDULE 

We will meet on Tuesday evenings from 6:30-9:20 pm, with a 10 min break in the 
middle. Meetings will combine lectures, group exercises, and class discussions focused 
on the day’s assigned readings. You are expected to prepare the readings before class 
according to the schedule below. 
 
Week 1: Introducing Gender in Islamic History 
 
23 August:  1st half: Introduction to the course, course objectives, and 

Discussion: Why this course? 
    

2nd half: Lecture: Birth of Islam, Religious tenets; Islamic Law 
 

Journal prompt: As you begin this course, what are your 
perceptions of Islam and gender or women’s issues within it? What 
sources inform these perceptions? What kind of attitudes about 
Muslims in general or Muslim women in particular can you speak 
to at this moment? 
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Week 2: Gender as a Lens 
 
30 August: 1st half: Discussion: Why is gender a critical lens through which 

we examine history? 
Readings: (Bb) Joan W. Scott, “Gender as a Category of 
Analysis,” American Historical Review 91, no. 5 (1986), 1053-
1075; Maya Mikdashi, “How Not to Study Gender in the Middle 
East” on Jadaliyya 
http://www.jadaliyya.com/pages/index/4775/how-not-to-study-
gender-in-the-middle-east  

 
 2nd half: Lecture: Women’s Place in Classical Islamic History 

Readings: Leila Ahmed, Women and Gender in Islam, 1-37; 
selections of al-Khansaʾ (will be provided by instructor in class). 

 
 Journal Prompt: Reflect on Mikdashi’s arguments on studying 

Gender in the Middle East. Taking on 2-3 of her bullet points, 
consider what popular assumptions is she responding to. Were any 
of her points surprising? Which resonates with you most clearly, 
and why?  

 
Week 3: Patriarchy in Islam 
 
6 September: 1st half: Discussion: What is Patriarchy? Was/Is Islam Patriarchal? 

Readings: Ahmed, Women and Gender in Islam, 39-101. 
    

2nd half: Lecture: Women in Medieval Islam, and Discussion: 
Feminist Readings of Sacred Texts 
Readings: Ahmed, Women and Gender in Islam, 102-124; (Bb) 
Fatima Mernissi, The Veil and the Male Elite, 62-81. 

 
Journal Prompt: A prominent Muslim feminist, Fatima Mernissi 
devoted her life to confronting patriarchy within Islam by 
reinterpreting religious texts. What arguments does she make in 
this chapter of The Veil and the Male Elite? How does she levy 
evidence to strengthen her claims? 
 

Week 4: Men and Women in Islamic Law, part 1 
 
13 September: 1st half: Lecture: What is Shariʿa? And Discussion: Marriage in 

Shariʿa 
 Readings: Tucker, In the House of the Law, 37-77. 
 
 2nd half: Discussion: Islamic Law Paper, and Divorce and Shariʿa 
 Readings: Tucker, In the House of the Law, 78-112. 
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 Journal Prompt: How did legal thinkers think about women’s and 
men’s responsibilities within the institution of marriage? When 
was divorce permissible, and on whose terms? Who did divorce 
laws favor? And do any of the instances Tucker analyzes here 
surprise you? 

 
Week 5: Men and Women in Islamic Law, part 2 
 
20 September:  1st half: Family and the Household in Shariʿa Law, and 

Discussion: Islamic Law paper assignment. 
 Readings: Tucker, In the House of the Law, 113-147. 
 
 2nd half: Lecture: Regulating Desire, and Discussion: Sex and 

Sharia 
 Readings: Tucker, In the House of the Law, 148-186. 
 
 Journal Prompt: How did Islamic legal thinkers think about sex 

and its role in human relationships?  
 
 
Week 6: Public and Private Spaces in the Ottoman Empire 
 
27 September:  1st half: The Harem: Gender in the Ottoman Empire 

Readings: (Bb) Leslie Pierce, The Imperial Harem: Women and 
Sovereignty in the Ottoman Empire, Introduction (3-14) and 
Chapter 5 (115-152). 

    
2nd half: The Dhimmi (non-Muslim) in Early Modern Islamic 
Society 
Readings: (Bb) Elyse Semerdjian, “Naked Anxiety: Bathhouses, 
Nudity, and the Dhimmi Woman in 18th Century Aleppo,” 
International Journal of Middle East Studies 45 (2013), 651-76. 

    
Journal Prompt: Why study places like palaces and bathhouses? 
Why does these two authors choose to examine gender issues in 
relation to such places? Does it work? 

 
Week 7: Colonialism and the “Other” 
 
4 October: 1st half: Lecture: Crusades to Colonialism: perceptions of “East 

versus West” 
Readings: Ahmed, Women and Gender in Islam, 127-143; (Bb) 
selections from Edward Said, Orientalism. 

 
2nd half: Discussion: Perceptions of the “Other” and rights 
discourse 
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Readings: (Bb) Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, “Selected Turkish 
Embassy Letters;” (Bb) selections from Qasim Amin, Liberation 
of Women (Tahrir al-Maraʾa, 1899) 

 
Journal Prompt: What is Orientalism? Why does it matter? What 
are the strengths of Edward Said’s theory? What are its 
weaknesses? 

 
Week 8: Politics and the Veil 
 
11 October:  1st half: Lecture: Understanding the Veil 

Readings: Ahmed, Women and Gender in Islam, pp. 144-168; (Bb) 
Mernissi, The Veil and the Male Elite, pp. 85-101. 

    
2nd half: Discussion: Headscarf Controversies in France 
Readings: (Bb) Joan Scott, The Politics of the Veil, 21-89. 

 
Journal Prompt: more than any other symbol, the headscarf 
(hijab) and the face veil, (niqab) are at the center of Western 
debates about Islam-as-patriarchy. Why? 

 
Week 9: Women Workers and the 19th Century Household Economy 
 
18 October:  **Islamic Law Papers Due! 

1st half: Lecture: Global Capitalism and the Household Economy 
Readings: (Bb) Judith Tucker, “Decline of the Family Economy in 
Mid-Nineteenth Century Egypt,” Arab Studies Quarterly 1, no. 3 
(1979), 245-271.  

 
2nd half: Discussion: Women’s Labor in a Shifting Global 
Economy 
Readings: (Bb) Sarah Gualtieri, “Gendering the Chain Migration 
Thesis: Women and Syrian Transatlantic Migration, 1878-1924,” 
Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East 24, 
no. 1 (2004), 67-78; (Bb) Akram Fouad Khater, “’House’ to 
‘Goddess of the House:’ Gender, Class, and Silk in 19th-Century 
Mount Lebanon,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 28, 
no. 3 (1996), 325-348. 
  
Journal Prompt: each of these three authors offers gendered 
explanations for major economic changes in the 19th century. 
Offering one example from each essay, explain how the authors 
use gender as a means of discussing larger economic forces. 

 

 



10 

Week 10: Feminism and Activism in the Islamic Umma 
 
25 October:  1st half: Lecture: a history of Arab and Islamic feminisms. 

Readings: Leila Ahmed, Women and Gender in Islam, 169-207; 
(Bb) selections from Huda Shaʿarawi, Harem Years. 

 
2nd half: Film and Discussion: Me & the Mosque (2005) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sder6fD_Kp8 
 

Journal Prompt: Discuss the social politics you observed in Me & 
the Mosque. Did the issues, priorities, or strategies of these 
Canadian Muslim activists surprise you? How do they pursue their 
goals? How do they appeal to authority? 

 
Week 11: After Colonialism: the “Woman Question” in the Middle East 
 
1 November: 1st half: “Tradition versus Modernity” and other ideas in the 

Decolonizing Middle East 
Readings: Ahmed, Women and Gender in Islam, 208-234. 

    
2nd half: Iran’s Islamic Revolution, discuss Persepolis paper 
Readings: (Bb) Janet Afary, Sexual Politics in Modern Iran, 265-
322. 

    
Journal Prompt: Afari argues in Sexual Politics in Modern Iran 
that the revival of strict Islamic legal norms (for instance, laws 
making the headscarf obligatory for women in public) is not a 
“traditional” practice but a modern one. What are some other ways 
that the Iranian state curtailed women’s rights after 1979? Were the 
Islamists restoring an older vision of and Islamic state or creating a 
brand new one?  

 
3 November: Dr. Elyse Semerdjian (Whitman College) talk on dhimmi women 

in Syrian history. (Optional) 
 
Week 12: Saving Muslim Women: Liberalism and Islamophobia 
 
8 November:  1st half: Do Muslim Women Need Saving? Contemporary Debates 

Readings: Lila Abu Lughod, Do Muslim Women Need Saving? 27-
112. 

 
2nd half: Lecture/Discussion: Pain Porn, Honor Crimes, and 
Islamophobia 
Readings: Abu Lughod, Do Muslim Women Need Saving? pp. 113-
200. 
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Journal Prompt: Why don’t Muslim women need saving, 
according to Abu Lughod? Why are western feminist goals so 
potentially harmful for Muslim women? And what does Abu 
Lughod argue western feminists could do instead of “saving” their 
Muslim counterparts? 

 
Week 13: Where Do We Go Now? Sectarianism and Gender 
 
15 November:  1st half: Screening of Nadine Labaki’s Hala La Wayn. 

Readings: New Yorker interview with the director: 
http://www.newyorker.com/culture/culture-desk/where-do-we-go-
now-asks-nadine-labaki 

 
2nd half: discussion of Hala La Wayn. 

    
Journal Prompt: In Hala La Wayn, director Nadine Labaki 
presents the fraught circumstances of a fictional Lebanese village 
as the country is threatened by sectarian conflict. What relationship 
does gender have with religious identity in this film? What is she 
arguing about women’s roles in politics? Which plotline spoke to 
you the most?   

 
 
22 November:   No class. ***Persepolis papers due via Blackboard by 9:00 pm. 
 
Week 14: Colonial Masculinities in the Arab World 
 
29 November:  **Bring journals to class for final grading. 

1st half: Discussion of Persepolis 
   Readings: Persepolis. (please bring your copy to class!) 
 
   2nd half: Lecture/Discussion: Masculinities in the Modern Arab 
World 

Readings: (Bb) Murat Yildiz, “What is a Beautiful Body? Late 
Ottoman ‘Sportsman’ Photographs and New Notions of Corporeal 
Beauty,” Middle East Journal of Culture and Communication 8 
(2015), 192-204; (Bb) selections from Wilson Chacko Jacob, 
Working Out Egypt: Effendi Masculinity and Subject Formation in 
Colonial Modernity, 1870-1940. 

   
Journal Prompt: how do these authors employ the gendered 
analyses to men? Why is it important to think about men’s 
experiences through a gender frame? And what do Yildiz and 
Jacob argue about men’s bodies in their respective studies? 
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Week 15: Decolonial Masculinities: the Machismo of Modern Islamic 
Fundamentalism 
 
6 December:  ***Graded Journals will be given back today. 

1st half: the Machismo of Islamic Fundamentalism 
Readings: TBD. 

 
   2nd half: wrap-up. Review for Final Exam. 
 
 
8-9 December:  Fresno State Consultation Days 
 
 
13 December:  8:00-10:00 pm Final Exam (short answer format) 
   **Journals will be returned to you at the final exam. 
    
 


