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This course provides you with the background to contextualize contemporary debates 
about gender and sexuality in and about Muslim communities. We will do so in two 
chief ways. First, we will examine foundational sources of Islamic devotional traditions, 
including the Qur’an and sunnat al-nabi (traditions of the Prophet Muhammad), and 
explore the different ways that Muslim communities have engaged with those sources, 
such as scriptural commentary and Islamic law. Second, we will investigation gender and 
sexuality in Muslim communities from historical and anthropological perspectives, 
particularly as they bear on colonial histories and the complex ethics of contemporary 
cross-cultural analysis. 

Of particular importance in the materials we will work with are the voices of 
contemporary Muslims, some of whom argue that Muslims must fundamentally 
reinterpret significant elements of Islamic traditions with an eye toward gender justice. 
At the same time, we will examine voices—those of men and women—that will 
challenge the very heart of these claims about the nature of Islam. Working with a 
broad range of perspectives will provide us with insight into different ways in which 
Muslims understand what it means to be a man, what it means to be a woman, how men 
and women should relate to one another, how men and women understand and nurture 
the individual’s (and society’s) relationship with God, and what it means to be a sexual 
being in a manner God intended. 

COURSE TEXTS 

Leila Ahmed, Women and Gender in Islam 

Aysha Hidayatullah, Feminist Edges of the Qur’an 

Saba Mahmood, Politics of Piety: the Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject 

Carolyn Moxley Rouse, Engaged Surrender 

Judith Tucker, In the House of the Law. 

These texts form the backbone of our course, but throughout the semester we will also 
be working with articles or excerpts from books. Some of these readings are accessible 
via “Library Resources” on our Blackboard course site, in which case they will have an 
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“R” next to them on the syllabus, or on the course site itself, in which case they will 
have “pweb” next to them. 

You can read scholarly sources with a few questions in mind: 

• Can you identify a sentence or sentences that constitute the thesis statement? 
• Can you state the author’s thesis—even regarding a single chapter or article— 

succinctly in your own words? 
• If part of a larger work, how does a particular chapter or chapters fit into the 

bigger picture? If a stand-alone piece, can you relate this reading to another that 
we have completed in the course? 

• Can you identify at least two examples the author uses to support her or his 
argument? 

• How does the reading relate to the broader questions we discussed at the 
beginning of the course? 

As you read the primary sources with which we will work, please keep the following 
questions in mind: 

• Who is writing? What do you think was her or his purpose in so doing? 
• What is the larger relevant context? (Beware of anachronistic analysis!) 
• What is the author’s relative position of power in the context of the document’s 

production? 
• How does this document support or call into question claims made by the 

authors of our secondary sources? 

From a skill-building perspective, then, two important learning goals of this 
course are (1) reading scholarly sources for argument and presenting that argument and 
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the quality of your efforts in this regard plays a role in your participation grade, too. At 
the same time, nothing illustrates engagement like a willingness to be a vocal participant 
in our course. In the end, your (individual and collective) engagement with the course 
will be a significant determinant of what kind of experience we have together. 

Individual Treatment: 5% 

Early in the semester, you will write a treatment of a course reading. Your treatment 
should identify the thesis, provide an overview how the author supports her/his 
argument, and provide a question that remains for you about the work in question. 
This assignment will provide you with an opportunity to work on course learning goals 
relating to reading scholarly sources. At two pages in length (double-spaced), success on 
this assignment depends very much on concise writing and sound organization. This 
assignment will push you to work on the first two skill-based learning goals I note above. 

Weekly Journal: 10% 

Beginning with week three, you will be responsible for writing a weekly journal entry 
(approximately 250-300 words) relating to course readings and discussion. Your journal 
entries should be brief treatments of the readings built around the above “scholarly 
source” or “primary source” reading questions and should note something from 
readings or discussion that was of particular interest to you, that helped you grab onto 
some of the larger ideas or themes we discuss. I also encourage you to use the journal 
as a means of keeping track of your personal reflections on course material and 
discussion. I will not formally grade/comment on each of your journal entries (though I 
will be reading them), but the more time and effort you put into them the easier your 
reflection essays, which I describe below, will be. The “points of interest” from your 
journals will also figure centrally into your final reflection essay, and any personal 
reflection you do will make the final reflection essay easier. You will be responsible for 
completing a total of twelve journal entries. They should be complete by noon on 
Sunday. The journal is thus the foundation for a third learning goal in the course: 
developing the capacity to reflect on material over time, developing new understandings 
of things you have already learned based on new information or material. 

Unit Reflections: 20% 

You will be responsible for completing two two-page, single-spaced, reflection essays in 
the first half of the semester (10% each). Successful essays will make specific reference 
to your weekly journal entries and course materials, using your “points of interest” to 
reflect on how they illuminate core topics of the unit and of the course. 

Discussion Leadership: 15% 

We will close out the semester with student led class sessions. In groups of three, you 
will work with me to develop and execute a lesson plan for an entire class session. Over 
the course of the semester, I will employ a number of different pedagogical strategies in 
class sessions. Please take note of which ones work best for you—and why. This will 



4 

likely influence what you and your group choose to do in planning your own class 
session. This exercise relates to a fourth learning goal, namely, how to work with 
others in planning an extended and interactive presentation of information. 

Final Reflections: 15% 

You will complete two-part, seven-page, double-spaced reflection essay for submission 
on the final day of classes. Part I will consist of a five-page essay drawing together course 
materials and themes. Successful essays will use at least five of the points of interest you 
articulated in your weekly journals to illuminate what you consider to be the course 
“thesis.” Reflecting the larger liberal arts and humanistic settings for the course, Part II 
will consist of a two-page essay providing you with an opportunity for more personal 
reflection about how the course may or may not have affected the way you think about 
questions of gender. Specific reference to journal entries a plus. 

Final Essay: 15% 

Over the course of the semester, I would like for you to take note of news stories 
related to our course that catch your attention. You should keep a running log of the 
stories you select, and I highly suggest that you jot down a few sentences about why you 
chose what you chose. At mid-term, you will submit a bibliography of sources you have 
selected up until that point. (You will also submit a bibliography with your final essay.) 
Toward the end of the semester, you should have selected about 10 stories, and you 
will select three articles from reputable news sources about Muslim communities and/or 
Islamic devotional traditions and explain how these stories relate to our course. There 
should be a logic to your final selection of articles, meaning that you should be able to 
draw them together into a coherent discussion in your essay. In your essay, I would like 
for you to address is some fashion the following questions: How do the materials we 
have read help you understand these particular stories? What kinds of questions can 
you ask of the stories based on the work we have done together? Do the stories raise 
questions for you about the materials we have read/discussed as a class? This essay will 
be due by the end of finals week. 

The format of this essay should be as follows: One single-spaced page summarizing the 
three articles, followed by approximately five pages of double-spaced analysis. 

Course Policies: 
• Email policy part I: I am generally good about returning email in a reasonable amount 

of time. Please always reach out to your colleagues first with logistical questions 
about our course; you can do so via the email function on the course site. If no one 
can figure out the answer, then by all means get in touch. You can always ask in 
class, too, and you will find that I am quite accessible outside of class. I’d much 
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MARCH 11: 

• Leila Ahmed, Women and Gender in Islam, pp. 169-188. 
o Huda Sha‘rawi (pweb) 
o Zaynab al-Ghazali (pweb) 

MARCH 14: 

• Leila Ahmed, Women and Gender in Islam, pp. 189-208. 
o Nawal El Sadawi (pweb) 

MARCH 16: 

• Leila Ahmed, A Quiet Revolution (selections) 

MARCH 18: ENJOY! 

• PLEASE SUBMIT A BIBLIOGRAPHY OF NEWS ARTICLES YOU HAVE COLLECTED THUS FAR 

FAMILY AND SEXUALITY 

APRIL 4: 

• Kecia Ali, “Marriage, Family, and Sexual Ethics” (R) 
• Judith Tucker, In the House of the Law, 148-178 

APRIL 6: 

• Kecia Ali, “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell: Same-Sex Intimacy in Muslim Thought” (R) 
• Khaled El-Rouayheb, “Introduction” and “Conclusion,” Before Homosexuality in the 

Islamic World. (R) 

APRIL 8: 

• Scott Kugle, “Introduction” and “Islam on Trial: A Case Study,” from Homosexuality 
in Islam. (pweb) 

APRIL 11: 

• Discussion of Jihad for Love 

APRIL 13: 

• Discussion of For the Bible Tells Me So 
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CASE STUDIES IN CONTEMPORARY COMMUNITIES 

APRIL 15: 
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MAY 9: WORK DAY 

MAY 11: W


