HIST 3051 Women and the Politics of Gender in the Middle East
Professor: Laura Bier
Office: 309 Smith
Office Hours: Tuesday 3:00-4:30 or by appointment
Office phone: 404-894-6833
e-mail: laura.bier@hts.gatech.edu

Introduction
Debates over the status of Middle Eastern women figure centrally in current events and
contemporary political struggles. Whether as an example of everything which is wrong with
Middle Eastern societies today, as a model of resistance to Western domination, or as victims of
violence, the figure of "the Middle Eastern Woman" (invariable conflated with "the Muslim
woman") has served as a potent symbol within various political programs and as a site of political
and cultural intervention. Despite the current prominence of the subject, however, the focus on
women and their social, political and economic roles in the area which has come to be known as
the Middle East is nothing new. Historically gender has always figured centrally in how various
movements, communities and political polities have defined and reproduced themselves. This
class asks, "how have the politics of gender in the Middle East shaped (and been shaped) by
wider local, national and transnational forces over time and across geographic contexts?" "What
implications have those politics had for the lives of women in the region?" "Who claims the
authority to speak for and represent women in the Middle East and on what grounds?" Special
attention will be given to the ways in which the position of Middle Eastern women has been
debated within imperial, nationalist and Islamist political programs and the role that women
themselves have played in shaping those debates.
Objectives

On the completion of this course students should be able to:
1. Demonstrate a knowledge of the projects and political processes which have most shaped
Middle Eastern women's lives.
2. Explain how the politics of gender in the Middle East shaped (and been shaped) by wider
local, national and transnational forces over time and across geographic contexts.
3. Analyze how gender has figured in various written and visual texts (including foundational
Islamic religious texts, law, art, fiction, autobiography and prescriptive treatises).
4. Compare and contrast discourses on women with women's actual experiences.
5. Evaluate the possibilities various projects have had for women, both in terms of political
activism and in everyday life.

6. Think critically about the production of knowledge about Middle Eastern women and what
sorts of purposes and interests that knowledge serves.
Required Texts (Available at the Engineers Bookstore)
Leila Ahmed: Women and Gender in Islam: Historical Roots ofa Modern Debate
Amina Wudud: TheQu'ran and Women
Fatima Mernissi: Dreams of Trespass
Latifa Zayyat: The Open Door
Afsat N afissi: Reading Lolita in Tehran
Su.pplementaty materials:
Other required readings (designated by an *) are available on WebCT
Grading
Participation and Attendance: 20%
Group presentations: 10%
Book Reports: On Dreams of Trespass, The Open Door and Reading Lolita in Tehran: 30%
In Class Midterm: 20%
Take home final: 20%
Policy on Lateness and Attendance
You are allowed th.tee unexcused absences. For all other absences you must provide a
written, official excuse, such as a note from a doctor in the case of illness or an obituary,
funeral notice or death certificate in the case of a death in the family. For every unexcused
absence after the third you will lose half of a letter grade from your participation. You are
also responsible for coming to class on time. If you come to class after I've taken
attendance, you will be counted absent. If you know you may have to be late for a particular
class, let me know ahead of time. If you know you have circumstances which will regularly
make you a few minutes late, come and see me and we can work something out
Honor Code
Students in this class will be expected to abide by the Georgia Tech Honor Code and avoid
any instance of academic misconduct, including but not limited to the substitution of
material that is wholly or substantially identical to that created or published by another
individual or individuals; false claims of performance or work submitted by the student;
possessing, using, or exchanging improper!J acquired written or verbal information in
preparation for, or in writing, an exam or paper. If you have any questions, please consult
with me and read the Honor Code, which is available at:
www.deanofstudents.gatech.edu/Policy/ code.in.sections.htm# AHC .
Accommodations for Disabilities
If you have learning needs that require some adaptations for you to succeed in this course,
please contact Disability Services (http://disabilityservices.gatech.edu/). We can arrange to
accommodate your learning needs based on their recommendations.

Grou.p Presentations
Group presentations are designed to let you have a bit of fun and indulge your creativity
while at the same time synthesizing and applying core terms and ideas. Presentations will take
place at the end of each "unit," (there are seven of them) excluding the first (you get a freebie
on that one while you get settled into the course). I will hand out specific guidelines

including suggestions for each group; they are suggestions only, you should feel free to make
this an opportunity to delve into an issue which interests you but which we did not have the
opportunity to cover in class or to present the existing material in a new way. Note: you are
exeinpt from doing the response paper for the unit which you are presenting on.
Papers
You are required to write three book reports for this class, one on Dreams of Trespass, one on
The Open Door and one on Reading Lolita in Tehran. They should be five to seven pages, double
spaced using 12 point font. I will give you a separate handout providing more details of how
to think about the assignments closer to their due dates. In addition, you are required to
write six response papers. At the end of every unit you will be responsible for writing a one
page, (double spaced) response paper addressing questions which I will distribute to you [the
topics for your response papers will also be available on WebCt under the heading of
"assignments and handouts"] In general, while I expect you to adhere to some basic
standards of grammar, spelling and presentation, these papers are more intended to give you
an opportunity to reflect critically on the issues raised in lecture and in the course readings
than they are to be formal writing assignments. They will be graded on a pass/fail
(satisfactory/unsatisfactory) basis and will count towards your participation grade.
Participation and Classroom Conduct
Participation is a significant part of your grade in this class. You are expected to come to
class prepared to contribute actively to classroom discussions and activities. This will not
only enhance your own learning experience but the experience of your fellow students.
Good participation entails not only speaking and sharing your thoughts on a regular basis,
but also being considerate and respecting the views of others. To earn high points in the
participation part of the final grade, students will have demonstrated their awareness of the
different functions of classroom comments by:
1.
2.
3.
4.

varying their discussion strategies,
considering what they say before they say it,
taking intellectual risks, and
always respecting the feelings of peers by not interrupting classmates while speaking
and acknowledging interesting ideas.

Any successful learning experience requires mutual respect on the part of the student and
the instructor. Neither instructor nor student should be subject to others' behavior that is
rude, disruptive, intimidating, or demeaning. The instructor has primary responsibility for
and control over classroom behavior and maintenance of academic integrity.
Instructor responsibilities:
•
•
•
•

Start and end class on time.
Treat all students with courtesy and respect.
Be open to constructive input from students in the course.
Ensure that opportunities to participate are enjoyed equally by all students in the
course.

