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INST 4850.001: Women, Islam and Politics 

INST 4850.01         Özlem Altıok 

Fall 2014              Office: GAB 468 

MW 3.30-4.50              Email: Ozlem.Altiok@unt.edu 

Classroom: GAB 310     Office hours: M 1-2 pm & by appointment 

 

Course Description 

What has been the relationship between gender, religion and politics in the Middle East? 

Does Islam oppress women? What has been the role of the nation-state in the 20th 

century in codifying gender relations? What are some contemporary problems women face 

in different Muslim-majority countries? What has been the role of women's  and feminist 

organizations in solving these problems and changing unequal gender relations?  

 

The first part of the course will be conceptual. We will begin by problematizing  and 

destabilizing our relationship to our subject(s). To this end, we will discuss Edward Said’s 

influential critique of “orientalism.”  As well, we will learn the meaning of “gender,” and how 

gender – as an analytical category –  helps us understand history and society.  

 

The second part of the course is devoted to an overview of the history of the emergence 

of Islam from a gender lens. We will learn how interpretation is key to understanding the 

meaning of the Qur’an, and hadith as they pertain to the relationship between men and 

women in Muslim-majority countries. Our discussions will bear on how Abrahamic traditions 

were shaped within concretely patriarchal societies, but this is not a course on Quranic 

exegesis. In addition to certain suras (chapters) of the Qur'an, we will be readingWomen 
and Gender in Islam. In particular, we will discuss Leila Ahmed's arguments regarding 

whether Islam promotes equality between men and women.  

 

The third part of the course will focus on case studies of how state policies have limited 

and/or expanded women's rights in the family and the political-economic field. Deniz 

Kandiyoti's edited volume Women, Islam and the State will be our source for this part of 

the class, though I will post more contemporary articles on Blackboard (Bb). We will focus 

mostly on Egypt, Turkey, Iran, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Afghanistan and Saudi Arabia. 

Nevertheless, you will get to research and write your final paper on countries other than 

these. 
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Expectations and assignments 

This course requires close reading of texts. Please bring your assigned readings for each 

class period. You must come prepared and participate regularly in classroom discussions. 

 

There will be one quiz, one midterm, one research paper, and a final exam in this class. For 

the final paper each student will submit their analysis of contemporary issues/problems of 

interest (family laws, reproductive rights, citizenship, etc.) in two Muslim-majority 

countries. More detailed instructions for these assignments will be posted on Blackboard. 

You must submit your paper by 11:59 pm on November 19, 2014 via Turnitin (link will be on 

our course page). I will deduct 2 points for each day your paper is late. I will not provide 

feedback on late papers, and I will not accept papers that are more than three days late. 
 

Office hours (Mondays 1-2 pm, and by appointment) 

I would like to hear your questions, concerns, and thoughts about readings and/or class 

discussions. If my office hours do not work for you, email me for an appointment.  

 

Attendance 

I expect that you will be in class regularly, and on time. If you have a scheduling conflict 

that makes it difficult for you to fulfill these expectations, please talk to me early in the 

semester so we can work out an arrangement.  

 

Beyond the two unexcused absences I allow, you will lose 2 points for each undocumented 

absence. This means that will get a 0 (zero) for attendance if your absences in this class 

exceeds 6 (six). Talk to me early on if you have a legitimate work or health-related issue 

that will impact your attendance. Please keep track of your own absences; do not ask me 

how many absences you have accumulated. 

 

Cell phone policy 

You should not be using cell phones during my class. I also do not want phones to be visible 

in class. As well, please put all phones on “mute” or “vibrate” mode at the beginning of 

class. If you are expecting an important call (childcare or health related) you may put your 

phone in your pocket. You may take calls if you have to (e.g. if you have children and are 

contacted by their caregiver during lecture). Notwithstanding these exceptions, I do not 

allow you to use (or even look at) your cell phone in my class.  

 

Academic Honesty 

I will not tolerate academic dishonesty. There are two ways to commit plagiarism:  

 by reproducing verbatim (or almost verbatim) another author’s words, without 

using quotation marks and/or without providing a citation; or 

 by using another author’s ideas (even if you don’t use their precise words) without 

providing a citation. 

International Studies adheres to and enforces UNT’s policy on academic integrity 
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(cheating, plagiarism, forgery, fabrication, facilitating academic dishonesty and sabotage).  

You should review the policy (UNT Policy Manual Section 18.1.16), which may be located at 

http://policy.unt.edu/sites/default/files/untpolicy/pdf/7-Student_Affairs-

Academic_Integrity.pdf  I will address violations of academic integrity in this course in 

compliance with the penalties and procedures laid out in this policy. 

Appeals: Students may appeal any decision under this policy by following the procedures 

laid down in the UNT Policy Manual Section 18.1.16 “Student Standards of Academic 

Integrity.” 
 

Disability accommodations 

If there are circumstances that may affect your performance in this class, please let me 

know as soon as possible so that we may work together to develop strategies for adapting 

assignments to meet your learning needs. If you have registered with the UNT Office of 

Disability Accommodations please present your written request and talk to me in the first 

two weeks of class. See UNT policy for further information  http://www.unt.edu/oda/ 
 

UNT Writing Lab  

To help you produce well-organized, well-written papers for this class or others, the 

Writing Lab on campus is a great resource.  http://www.unt.edu/writinglab/ 

 

Policy on recording my lectures 

In light of some students selling instructors’ notes for commercial web usage, the 

following policy statements are legally binding upon you: You are not authorized to record 

my lectures, without express prior permission from me. 

 

Grading and Assignments 

Attendance and participation: 10 

Quiz: 15 (Wednesday, October 15. Location TBA) 

Midterm: 25 (Wednesday, November 5 during class time at the Testing Center in Sage 

Hall (3rd floor) 

Research paper: 25 to be turned in via Turnitin before midnight on November 19, 2014. 

Final exam 25: Check my.unt.edu for the scheduled final exam time for this class. 

 

Grading scale: I will use numerical scores, which will translate into letter grades as follows:  

A (90-100); B (80-89); C (70-79); D (60-69); F (<60) 

 

Instructions for the paper and a study guide for exams will be discussed in class and 

posted on Blackboard. 

 

Required Texts 

The following books have been ordered through the UNT bookstore. Other required 

readings will be posted on Blackboard. 

http://policy.unt.edu/sites/default/files/untpolicy/pdf/7-Student_Affairs-Academic_Integrity.pdf
http://policy.unt.edu/sites/default/files/untpolicy/pdf/7-Student_Affairs-Academic_Integrity.pdf
http://www.unt.edu/oda/
http://www.unt.edu/writinglab/
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 Leila Ahmed (1992). Women and Gender in Islam: Historical Roots of a Modern 
Debate. Yale University Press.  

 Deniz Kandiyoti (ed). (1991). Women, Islam and the State. Temple University Press. 

 Nafisa Hajji. The Sweetness of Tears. (This is a novel. I recommend that you start 

reading in October and finish it before our midterm exam on November 5th) 

http://www.nafisahaji.com/book/  

 

Useful web links 

 For three translations of the Qur’an see the Center for Muslim-Jewish Engagement 

 http://www.usc.edu/org/cmje/religious-texts/quran/ 

 

 Use the same website to search the Qur’an and hadith 

 http://www.usc.edu/org/cmje/religious-texts/hadith/ 

 

 Islamic Family Law http://www.law.emory.edu/ifl/index2.html 
 

 Suffrage http://www.ipu.org/wmn-e/suffrage.htm 

 

 Women in Parliament http://www.ipu.org/wmn-e/classif.htm 

 

 Women Living Under Muslim Laws http://www.wluml.org/ 

 

 Jadaliyya http://www.jadaliyya.com/  
 

 Open Democracy 50.50 http://www.opendemocracy.net/5050  

 

Part I: Historically speaking, how have Muslims in general, and Muslim women in particular 

“been known” in the West? What were/are the power relations that govern what is to be 

known about “the rest” in the West? Is the Orient the West’s constructed “other” (and 

vice versa)? 

 

Weeks 1 & 2: August 25 - Sept 3: Introduction: Approaching our subject 

(No class on September 1, Labor Day) 

 What makes the news: On FEMEN and “nude” activism in Tunisia 

http://stream.aljazeera.com/story/201303252145-0022635 Also 

http://www.aljazeera.com/news/europe/2013/04/20134511838270701.html 
 Religion, Politics and Gender Equality. UNRSID Brief 11 (find this 6 page brief 

online. You will be downloading the file with name “RPB11e.pdf” ) 

 Edward Said. (1979). Orientalism. New York, Vintage Books: 1-28, esp. 1-15. 

 Lila Abu-Lughod. (2002). “Do Muslim women really need saving? Anthropological 

reflections on cultural relativism and its others” American Anthropologist 104 (3): 

783-90. 

http://www.nafisahaji.com/book/
http://www.usc.edu/org/cmje/religious-texts/quran/
http://www.usc.edu/org/cmje/religious-texts/hadith/
http://www.law.emory.edu/ifl/index2.html
http://www.ipu.org/wmn-e/suffrage.htm
http://www.ipu.org/wmn-e/classif.htm
http://www.wluml.org/
http://www.jadaliyya.com/
http://www.opendemocracy.net/5050
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/europe/2013/04/20134511838270701.html
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 Further reading (optional):  

 Fatima Mernissi (1994). Dreams of Trespass: Tales of a Harem Girlhood. 

 Judith E. Tucker (1983). “Problems in the Historiography of Women in the Middle 

East: The Case of Nineteenth Century Egypt” International Journal of Middle East 
Studies, 15: 321-6. 

 

Part II: What is the status of women according to the Qur’an and the hadith? Does 

difference between men and women preclude legal, political and economic equality between 

them? What is the relationship between texts and their interpretation?  

 

Week 3: September 8: Introduction to basic beliefs and practices in Islam 

 Islam in Encyclopedia Britannica. 

http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/295507/Islam# 

 See the brief on Alevi beliefs and rituals (as summarized by a the Federation of 

Alevi organizations in Turkey) http://www.avf.org.tr/belief.pdf  

 Read the first and fourth chapters (“surah”s) of the Qur'an at the Center for 

Muslim-Jewish Engagement website (you may, of course, read more than these two) 

           http://www.usc.edu/org/cmje/religious-texts/quran/ 

 

Week 4: September 15: The role of interpretation in the preservation and inscription 

of the Qur’an 

 Leila Ahmed (1992). Chapters 1, 2 and 3 in Women and Gender in Islam: Historical 
Roots of a Modern Debate, Yale University Press: 1-63. 

 Fatima Mernissi (1975). Beyond the Veil: 18-41 (Bb) 

 Decoding the “DNA of Patriarchy” in Muslim Family Laws 

https://www.opendemocracy.net/5050/zainah-anwar-ziba-mir-

hosseini/decoding-%E2%80%9Cdna-of-patriarchy%E2%80%9D-in-muslim-

family-laws  

 Optional: You may also find this brief exposition of the Alevi-Bektaşi tradition and 

faith helpful (it comes from the website of the Alevi-Bektaşi Culture Institute 

founded in 1997 in Germany) 

http://www.alevibektasikulturenstitusu.de/dosyalar/en.pdf  

 

Week 5: Sept 22: Founding Islamic discourses 

 Ahmed, Ch. 4. The Transitional Age: 64-78. 

 Ahmed, Ch. 5. Elaboration of the Founding Discourses: 79-101. 

 

Week 6: September 29: Women’s lives in the Mamluk and Ottoman periods (15-19th 

century) 

 Ahmed, Ch. 6. Medieval Islam: 102-123. 

http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/295507/Islam
http://www.avf.org.tr/belief.pdf
https://www.opendemocracy.net/5050/zainah-anwar-ziba-mir-hosseini/decoding-“dna-of-patriarchy
https://www.opendemocracy.net/5050/zainah-anwar-ziba-mir-hosseini/decoding-“dna-of-patriarchy
https://www.opendemocracy.net/5050/zainah-anwar-ziba-mir-hosseini/decoding-“dna-of-patriarchy
http://www.alevibektasikulturenstitusu.de/dosyalar/en.pdf
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 Lady Mary Wortley Montagu (1993). Turkish Embassy Letters. Athens: University 
of Georgia Press. Peruse the Introduction, esp. xxvi-xxxiv. Read 57-60 (the 

hamam); 69-73 (freedom of movement); 113-20 (visit to Sultana); 133-37 (a happy 

captive).  
 

Week 7: October 6: Economic and cultural transformations of the 19th century 

 Ahmed, Ch. 7. Social and Intellectual Change: 127-43. 

 Ahmed, Ch. 8. The Discourse of the Veil: 144-68. 

 Ahmed. Ch. 9. The First Feminists: 169-188. 

 Further reading (optional):  

 Erik J. Zürcher. 1993. Turkey: A Modern History. London: Tauris: 11-22, and 38-51. 

 Serif Mardin (1974). “Superwesternization of urban life in the Ottoman Empire in 

the last quarter of the 19th century” in Turkey: Geographical and Social 
Perspectives. P. Benedict and E. Tümertekin (eds). E.J. Brill. 

 

Week 8: October 13: Feminists in the Muslim World: 19th century 

 Qassim Amin (2000). The Liberation of Women and the New Woman: Two 
Documents in the History of Egyptian Feminism. Trans. Samiha Sidhom Peterson. 

American University in Cairo Press: 37-61. 

 Katharina Knauss. “Turkish Women: A Century of Change” paper posted on 

Blackboard. 

 

Part III: How has modernization, secularization and nation-building, which gained speed in 

the 20th century affected political struggles, religious movements, and women’s liberation? 

Can we maintain a semblance of unity of Muslim women given the diversity of their 

experiences in varying historical contexts, class positions, and ethnic communities? What 

of Muslim women in the West? 

 

Week 9: October 20: Political struggles in the 20th century 

 Ahmed, Ch. 11. The Struggle for the Future: 208-34. 

 Ahmed, Ch. 12. Conclusion: 235-48. 

 

Week 10: October 27: Nation-building, modernization, secularism in Turkey & Egypt 

 Deniz Kandiyoti (1991). “Introduction” and “End of Empire” in Women, Islam and the 
State. Deniz Kandiyoti (ed). Temple University Press: 1-47. 

 Yeşim Arat. (2010) “Women's Rights and Islam in Turkish Politics: The Civil Code 

Amendment” The Middle East Journal. Vol. 64 (2): 235-251.  

 Margot Badran (1991). “Competing Agendas: Feminists, Islam and the State in 

Nineteenth and Twentieth Century Egypt” in Women, Islam and the State. Deniz 

Kandiyoti (ed). Temple University Press: 77-115. 

 Find a contemporary news story or investigative journalism piece on some aspect of 

women's lives in Egypt and also in Turkey. You should find/read these after 
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completing the assigned chapters (above). You should be prepared to discuss the 

place/importance of gender in Egyptian and Turkish politics today. 

 Further reading (optional): 

 Angela Davis (1990). “Women in Egypt” in Women, Culture and Politics. Vintage 

Books: 116-55. 

 Rhona Vander Sluis (2006). “Failed Missionary” in Tales from the Expat Harem: 

Foreign Women in Modern Turkey. Anastasia M. Ashman and Jennifer Eaton 

Gökmen (eds). Seal Press: 274-82. 

 

Week 11: November 3: Women, State and Ideology in Iran  

 Afsaneh Najmabadi (1991). “Hazards of Modernity and Morality: Women, State and 

Ideology in Contemporary Iran” in Women, Islam and the State. Deniz Kandiyoti 

(ed). Temple University Press: 48-76. 

 How to Challenge the Patriarchal Ethics of Muslim Legal Tradition 

https://www.opendemocracy.net/5050/ziba-mir-hosseini/how-to-challenge-

patriarchal-ethics-of-muslim-legal-tradition  

 Shirin Ebadi. Her brief biography available at the The Nobel Prize site: 

http://nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/peace/laureates/2003/ebadi-

autobio.html 
 Shirin Ebadi. Iran’s women are not afraid. The Guardian. October 6, 2009 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2009/oct/06/iran-women-rights-

vote-discrimination 

 One Million Signatures Campaign. 

http://www.sign4change.info/english/spip.php?article226 

 Find a contemporary news story or investigative journalism piece on some aspect of 

women's lives in Iran. You should read this after the readings above and be 

prepared to discuss the importance of gender in contemporary Iranian politics. 
 

Week 12: November 10: Women’s status in Saudi Arabia, Pakistan and Bangladesh 

 Madawi Al Rasheed. (2013). A Most Masculine State: Gender, Politics and Religion in 
Saudi Arabia. Cambridge University Press, pages TBA. 

 Ayesha Jalal (1991). “The Convenience of Subservience: Women and the State of 

Pakistan” in Women, Islam and the State. Deniz Kandiyoti (ed). Temple University 

Press: 77-115. 

 Who owns Bangladesh? 

http://www.economist.com/blogs/banyan/2013/08/women-and-property-

rights 

 

 Find a contemporary news story or investigative journalism piece on some aspect of 

women's lives in Saudi Arabia and Pakistan. You should read these after the 

assigned readings (above). You should be prepared to discuss the place/importance 

https://www.opendemocracy.net/5050/ziba-mir-hosseini/how-to-challenge-patriarchal-ethics-of-muslim-legal-tradition
https://www.opendemocracy.net/5050/ziba-mir-hosseini/how-to-challenge-patriarchal-ethics-of-muslim-legal-tradition
http://nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/peace/laureates/2003/ebadi-autobio.html
http://nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/peace/laureates/2003/ebadi-autobio.html
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2009/oct/06/iran-women-rights-vote-discrimination
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2009/oct/06/iran-women-rights-vote-discrimination
http://www.sign4change.info/english/spip.php?article226
http://www.economist.com/blogs/banyan/2013/08/women-and-property-rights
http://www.economist.com/blogs/banyan/2013/08/women-and-property-rights
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of gender in these two (very different) countries. 

 Further reading (optional):  

 Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars’ report titled “Middle Eastern 

Women on the Move” for specific country reports. 

 

Week 13: November 17: Women, War, and Reactionary Politics 

 Deniz Kandiyoti (2005). Politics of Gender and Reconstruction in Afghanistan. 

Occasional Paper 4. United Nations Research Institute for Social Development. vi-

33. Available online. 

 ISIS and violence against women. TBA. 

 Find a contemporary news story or investigative journalism piece on some aspect of 

women's lives in Afghanistan. You should read this after the assigned readings 

(above) and be prepared to discuss the place of gender in Afghanistan today. 

 

Weeks 14: November 24: Some contemporary debates: Political violence against 

women, and reproductive rights  

 Shirin Ebadi and Deniz Kandiyoti. 2012. “Who Defines Islam?” 

https://www.opendemocracy.net/5050/shirin-ebadi/shirin-ebadi-who-

defines-islam 

 Deniz Kandiyoti. January 2013. “Fear and Fury” available online at 

http://www.opendemocracy.net/5050/deniz-kandiyoti/fear-and-fury-

women-and-post-revolutionary-violence (you're welcome to read her other two 

articles linked at the bottom of this one) 

 Yakın Ertürk on what is going on in Syria 

http://www.opendemocracy.net/5050/yakin-erturk/turmoil-in-syria-failed-

%E2%80%9Carab-spring%E2%80%9D-or-sectarian-nightmare  

 Özlem Altıok. 2013. “Reproducing the Nation” Contexts (find via UNT e-resources) 
 

Weeks 14: December 1: The headscarf issue & end of semester reflections 

 Joan Scott (2005). “Symptomatic Politics: The Banning of Islamic Headscarves in 

French Public Schools,” French Politics, Culture and Society 23:3 

 Bartowski (2000). “To veil or not to veil: a case study of identity negotiation among 

Muslim women in Austin, Texas” Gender and Society 14(3): 395-416. 

 Revisit Ahmed, Ch. 8. The Discourse of the Veil: 144-68  

 Revisit Abu-Lughod. (2002). “Do Muslim women really need saving? Anthropological 

reflections on cultural relativism and its others” American Anthropologist 104 (3): 

783-90. 

 Read three articles that you find interesting here 

https://www.opendemocracy.net/5050  and reflect on how what you have 

learned in this class helps you understand and analyze them.  

 

https://www.opendemocracy.net/5050/shirin-ebadi/shirin-ebadi-who-defines-islam
https://www.opendemocracy.net/5050/shirin-ebadi/shirin-ebadi-who-defines-islam
http://www.opendemocracy.net/5050/deniz-kandiyoti/fear-and-fury-women-and-post-revolutionary-violence
http://www.opendemocracy.net/5050/deniz-kandiyoti/fear-and-fury-women-and-post-revolutionary-violence
http://www.opendemocracy.net/5050/yakin-erturk/turmoil-in-syria-failed-“arab-spring
http://www.opendemocracy.net/5050/yakin-erturk/turmoil-in-syria-failed-“arab-spring
https://www.opendemocracy.net/5050
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The final exam for this class is going to be on Wednesday, December 10 from 1.30 to 3.30 

pm at the Testing Center in Sage Hall (3rd floor). 
 

**Please complete Student Evaluation of Teaching Effectiveness by going to my.unt.edu  at 

the end of the semester.**  
 


