Prof. Saba Soomekh

RS 356: Contemporary Religious Thought: Middle Eastern Women’s Literature

Tuesday and Thursdays: 12:30-1:45

Sierra Hall # 314

Spring 2015

California State University, Northridge

“He who knows one, knows none.”—Max Muller

Instructor: Saba Soomekh 
ssoomekh@yahoo.com
Office Hours: Tu/ Thursday; 3:30-5:00 pm; SN #233
Contemporary Religious Thought: Middle Eastern Women’s Literature
Course Description
This course is an in depth study of the writing (fiction, memoir and poetry) of Jewish and Muslim women from two specific countries in the Middle East: Iran and Egypt. Throughout this class, we will explore Judaism and Islam through the lens of women’s experiences. How do these women understand and practice their religious traditions when they lived in a dominant male centered Middle Eastern society and how has their religious practices changed as they emigrated to other countries? We will start with an in depth study of women’s role in the Middle East amongst the two religious traditions- Judaism and Islam. We will explore the politics of gender in nationalist and religious movements. We will look at the history of the Middle East and the consequences for Middle Eastern women’s lives at home and in the public sphere. The course will examine Zionism and Pan- Islamic nationalism and how these movements affected Jewish, Christian and Muslim women in their specific countries (Iran and Egypt). Throughout the course, an introduction will be given on the religious, political and cultural history of the countries we are studying. 

SLO’s for RS 356. Contemporary Religious Thought 

Study of selected major writings in religious thought, with the aim of analyzing representative modern approaches to questions such as God and the world, faith and self-understanding, and belief and social consciousness. 

1. 
Students will be able to analyze, interpret and reflect on the cultural forces and factors that shape religious expression in the contemporary era (approximately the previous 20 years). 

2.
Students will be able to explain and give examples of a diversity of contemporary religious outlooks, using critical reasoning as well as empathy. 

3.
Students will recognize and reflect upon religious or spiritual values found in contemporary literature, music, art, and popular culture.       

4.
Students will demonstrate (orally and in writing) a recognition of the difference between an academic approach to religion and a personal, devotional approach; and will be able to demonstrate a basic level of proficiency in locating academic resources and primary material for the study of contemporary religion. 

Arts and Humanities

Goal: Students will understand the rich history and diversity of human knowledge, discourse and achievements of their own and other cultures as they are expressed in the arts, literatures, religions, and philosophy.

Student Learning Outcomes

Students will: 

1.
Explain and reflect critically upon the human search for meaning, values, discourse and expression in one or more eras/stylistic periods or cultures; 

2.
Analyze, interpret, and reflect critically upon ideas of value, meaning, discourse and

expression from a variety of perspectives from the arts and/or humanities; 

3.
Produce work/works of art that communicate to a diverse audience through a

demonstrated understanding and fluency of expressive forms; 

4.
Demonstrate ability to engage and reflect upon their intellectual and creative

development within the arts and humanities; 

5.
Use appropriate critical vocabulary to describe and analyze works of artistic expression, literature, philosophy, or religion and a comprehension of the historical context within which a body of work was created or a tradition emerged; 

6.
Describe and explain the historical and/or cultural context within which a body of work was created or a tradition emerged.
Required Texts
1) Saba Soomekh, From the Shahs to Los Angeles: Three Generations of Iranian Jewish Women From Religion to Culture. 2012. New York: SUNY Press
2) Gina Nahai. Caspian Rain. 2004. San Francisco: Macadam/ Cage. 

3) Available on Amazon.com or Available at Northridge Graphics and Printing Services; 9130 B. Reseda Blvd. Northridge, 91325. #818-775-0255.
4) Leila Ahmed.  A Border Passage. 1999. New York: Penguin Books.
5) Azar Nafisi. Reading Lolita in Tehran. 2003. New York: Random House Trade Paperbacks.
Course Requirements

1) Class attendance and active participation including 2 site visits: 25%

2) Three 5-6 page papers on the readings: 25%

Paper Topics

1) Paper #1: Using the books Caspian Rain and Between Religion and Culture, write a paper exploring TWO of these themes and how it relates to women and Iranian Jewish culture:

a. Divorce and Women

b. Significance of parties in Persian Jewish society

c. Women pursuing their dreams

d. Significance of having a son

e. Children’s lives redeem their parents’ mistakes

f. Significance of a woman’s beauty

g. Loveless marriages

h. Mothers using their daughters as therapist

i. Mothers living vicariously through their daughters

j. How wealthy Jews view religious Iranian Jews 

2) Paper #2): Based on the book Reading Lolita in Tehran and the movie Persepolis please write a paper on how the Islamic Revolution of Iran affected women’s lives. 1) How have women’s rights been taken away in the name of Islam and the country? 2) What is the attitude towards the veil for men, women and the Islamic regime? How is it used and seen by each group? 3) How are women, in their own way, creating their own reality and fighting back against the Islamic regime?
3) Paper #3: In the book A Border Passage 1) Discuss the realities of Egyptian society for a woman, as Ahmed describes it. 2) How does this reality differ for women coming from a different socio-economic status? 3) How did the women interact with each other? 4) Describe a man’s space and a woman’s space in the Islamic world. 5) What role does the University play in spreading “men’s Islam?” And finally, 6) what was the response and attitude of white Western women towards Muslim women?

Your paper will be graded on a 100-point scale as follows:

(1) Produces a study that is approximately 5-6 pages, printed double spaced, in 12 point font, with proper grammar, spelling, and standard one-inch margins all around;

(2) Is appropriately documented with endnote/footnotes or parenthetical citations following a standard bibliographic format;

(3) Includes a bibliography of sources consulted

Please note that papers without any notes or bibliography at all are considered incomplete and will not be acceptable. To combat the inevitable bad disk, faulty printer, or grumpy computer, please complete and print your assignments well in advance so that these technological glitches do not negatively affect your grade.  Late papers will not be accepted.

Letter Grade Assignments

	Percent 
	Letter Grade 

	94 - 100 
	A 

	90 - 93 
	A- 

	87 - 89 
	B+ 

	83 - 86 
	B 

	80 - 82 
	B- 

	77 - 79 
	C+ 

	73 - 76 
	C 

	70 - 72 
	C- 

	67 - 69 
	D+ 

	63 - 66 
	D 

	60 - 62 
	D- 

	< 60 
	F 


Attendance
Your presence is incredibly important in the class, therefore, I WILL take attendance and more than ONE unexcused absences will affect your grade.  Borderline grades will largely be determined by class participation.  Perhaps it goes without saying that if you are not here, you cannot participate.  If, however, you are sick or have had some form of personal crisis and must miss, I ask that you contact me prior to class. If you are late to class, it is YOUR responsibility to let me know AFTER class so I can give you credit for attendance. If you miss an exam, again, it is your responsibility to let me know ASAP. The only excuse for missing an exam is a valid doctor’s note!
Class Participation

When in class, cell phones Must be off. I do not want to see anyone text messaging or leaving the class in order to answer the phone or to send a text message.  Students who bring their laptops to class may only use them to take notes.  E-mailing and/or playing computer games are not acceptable (and yes, I can tell!)

Site trips

You are required to attend two religious sites for the class.  You can attend any Mosque, Synagogue that you wish (these are just suggestions). Your attendance at these sites is a part of your participation grade. You may go on your own or with a group from class and each of you are to type a 1 page paper describing the site trip. 

Locations:

- Sinai Temple: Saturday
10400 Wilshire Blvd, Los Angeles, 90024 - (310) 474-1518 (This is NOT the Sephardic Temple on Wilshire Blvd.).




OR
- Valley Beth Shalom

15739 Ventura Blvd.

Encino, CA 91436

(818) 788-6000
-  Islamic Center of Southern California : Friday, 
434 S Vermont Ave, Los Angeles, 90020 - (213) 382-9200.
                                   Or

-  Islamic Center Northridge: Friday http://goicn.com/
11439 Encino Ave

Granada Hills, CA 91344

(818) 360-3500

If you need extra help to improve you academic performance, I strongly suggest taking advantage of The Learning Resource Center: The Learning Resource Center (LRC), located in 408 Bayramian Hall, or # 677-2033.
Accommodations for Students with Disabilities
If you need alternative testing accommodations, please provide forms for me from The Center on Disabilities, located at 110 Bayramian Hall, #677-2684.

Academic Integrity Policy
Academic dishonesty, such as cheating or plagiarism, will result in failure on the assignment and may result in failure in the course. I will report all instances of Academic Dishonesty to the Office of Student Affairs.
**This syllabus represents the intended course of study for the semester, but it may be changed at the discretion of the advisor**

T, Jan. 20:

Introduction to the Study of Religion

Intro to Judaism

Start on your readings for Iran

Book: From the Shahs to Los Angeles; Ch. 1 pg. 8- 32

Th, Jan. 22: Intro to Islam
From the Shahs to Los Angeles: Ch 2 and 3

Pg. 17-86

T, Jan 27: History of Iran and the Jews of Iran

From the Shahs to Los Angeles:  Ch. 4 and 5

Pg. 87-166

Th, Jan. 29

From the Shahs to Los Angeles Ch. 6

Pg. 167-190
Caspian Rain: pg. 4- 39

T, Feb. 3:

Caspian Rain: pg. 40-90

Th, Feb. 5:

Caspian Rain: pg. 91-127
T, Feb. 10:

Caspian Rain: pg. 128- 165

Th, Feb. 12:

Caspian Rain: pg. 166- 237
T, Feb. 17:

Caspian Rain: pg. 240-300
Th, Feb. 19: History of Iran and the Islamic Revolution

Paper #1 is Due

Reading Lolita in Tehran: pg. 1-26

Documentary: “Persepolis”

T, Feb. 24: The Islamic Revolution and its affect on women

Reading Lolita in Tehran: pg. 26-77
Th, Feb. 26: Movie: Persepolis

Reading Lolita in Tehran: pg. 77- 104
T, March 3: Movie: Persepolis

Reading Lolita in Tehran: pg. 104- 153

Th, March 5:

Reading Lolita in Tehran: pg. 157-182

T, March 3: 

Reading Lolita in Tehran: pg. 183-233

Th, March 5:

Reading Lolita in Tehran: pg. 234-253
T, March 10:

Reading Lolita in Tehran: pg. 257-307
Th, March 12:

Reading Lolita in Tehran: pg. 307-333

T, March 17:

Reading Lolita in Tehran: pg. 333-343

Th, March 19: Intro to Egyptian History

Paper #2 is Due

A Border Passage: pg. 1-39
T, March 24: No Class

Th, March 26:

A Border Passage: pg.  39-92

T, March 31: No Class: Cesar Chavez Holiday

Th, Apr. 2:

A Border Passage: 93-134

T, Apr. 7: No Class: Spring Break

Th, Apr. 9: No Class- Spring Break

T, Apr. 14:

A Border Passage: 135-172
Th, Apr. 16:

A Border Passage:172-196

T, Apr. 21:

A Border Passage: 197- 235

Th, Apr. 23:

A Border Passage: 235- 269

T, Apr. 28:

A Border Passage: 269-307

Th, Apr. 30: Egypt and the Arab Spring

Documentary

T, May 5: Women and the Arab Spring

Documentary

Th, May 7: Paper #3 is Due

First Fieldtrip

Location

Sinai Temple

10400 Wilshire Blvd.

Los Angeles, Ca. 90024

(310) 474-1518

**You should use Mapquest for exact directions**

When: Saturday, 

Time: 10:30-12

Meeting:  We will meet at 10:30 AM in front of the synagogue on the corner of Beverly Glen and Wilshire (big white building).  We will have our bags checked by the security guard and then proceed inside to the main sanctuary.

Parking: The best place to park is on the street on Beverly Glen and definitely try to carpool!

Clothing Attire: This is a religious place so please dress appropriately, as you would in any house of worship.  Women can wear shirts, pants, skirt (not too short), or a dress.  Men do not have to wear a suite but nice slacks and shirt/sweater would be the most appropriate.  Please, do not wear jeans, tank tops, flip-flops, revealing clothes etc.  When we enter the main sanctuary, the men will have to put on a kippah = Jewish skullcap—which will be provided outside the sanctuary.

Attitude: Remember, go into this as a student of religion practicing epoche.  You do not have to sing along or partake in the rituals (kissing the Torah, bowing, covering your eyes—if you do that is great and entirely up to you).  Please stand when the congregation is told to rise.  Be aware of all the rituals and objects we studied in class—the mezuzah, Torah, eternal light, arc, cantor rabbi—the way the congregation prays, who is there, what is their background (Ashkenazi/ Sephardic). What role do women play in the synagogue and service?

When we enter the synagogue, please make sure all cell phones/beepers are off!

Mosque Fieldtrip

Location: Islamic Center of Southern California; 434 S Vermont Ave, Los Angeles, 90020 - (213) 382-9200

Date:  Friday, 

Time: 12:45 –1:45 pm

Parking: On the street. Definitely try to carpool

Clothing Attire: It is VERY important that everyone dresses appropriately.  Absolutely no T-shirts or tank-tops. Everyone must wear long sleeve shirts and ladies can wear a skirt or pants. The center has politely stressed that the ladies do not wear “belly shirts” or pants that are cut too low, exposing your back-side when sitting.  Women should bring a shawl to cover their hair.  

Attitude:  This is a wonderful opportunity. Take some time to observe the Mosque, the prayers, which direction everyone is facing, how people are dressed and how it expresses their ethnic origins.  You are not required to pray or prostrate. Where are the women; what role do they play in the Mosque? 

PAGE  
1

