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Feminist Movements and Acts:

Interdisciplinary Perspectives on Feminist and Gender Studies

Over the last decade, this “core” course for the concentration in Feminist and Gender Studies has been conceptualized as a junior seminar that uses contemporary feminist scholarship to examine gender as a mark of social and cultural differentiation, and organized around different themes and questions as a means of presenting key issues in feminist and gender studies to majors, concentrators, and minors.  

This year, we will focus upon the question of what constitutes a feminist politics.  We will be assessing a range of political, intellectual, and cultural movements that have influenced feminist theory and practice in the late twentieth century;  these readings and conversations will be points of orientation and departure for your own investigations into feminist political formations, intellectual projects, and discursive practices that might inflect social relations, political visions, and cultural institutions in the twenty-first century.  As professors, we will be approaching this course both from the perspective afforded by our academic disciplines (anthropology and literary criticism) as well as by our personal and political investments in feminism;  we have organized the course around five thematic Acts: Locations, Spaces, Positions/Performance, Movements, and Motions.   In designing  this course, we are playing upon the double meanings of words such as act (both stage act and action), space (as a physical place and as a discursive site or field), movement (as both a organized set of political strategies and as change), performance (as both a type of staged act and as an accomplishment).

Course Requirements:   

This class is a seminar, not a lecture course:   your ideas are central, and it's important that you come to class prepared to share them.  Attendance in every sense of the word is required for this class, so we ask that in addition to doing the scheduled reading, you come prepared to listen actively and to make thoughtful contributions to presentations and discussions.  

We ask that you devote at least 20 minutes a week to a journal in which you’ll record your responses to the class readings as well as your evolving ideas for your semester project;  we will collect those journals periodically over the course of the semester.

Each week, you will have a short (2-3) page written assignment based on the assigned readings that will be due in class, and you will be responsible for formulating questions for class discussion for one of the sessions.

You will have a 5-7 page “position paper” due at noon on November 3 that will provide a conceptual framework for your presentation and your semester project.

Semester Project:  Students will work on a semester-long project that will be the basis of a 12-15 page paper that will be due on December 15 at noon.  For your project, focus on something you want to know more about that involves, in some way, some of the issues we are dealing with in class.  For example, you may decide to become involved with a local organization such as the Women’s Law Project, Students Against Sweatshops, or the Bread and Roses Community Fund to become more familiar with the theories and practices that influence current social justice movements.  You might decide to do a series of interviews with local activists such as Sister Mary Scullion (of Project HOME), Liz Walz (a Ploughshares activist who is currently incarcerated for civil disobedience), or Neeta Patel (an organizer with Asian Americans United) to find out how these women define feminism in the context of their work.  You might decide to map out a project dealing with issues and ideas surrounding eco-feminism, transgendered communities, violence against women, the politics of breast cancer;  you might want to explore the legacy of a pariticular feminist activist or writer, i.e. Emma Goldman, Fannie Lou Hamer, Yuri Kochiyama, or Gloria Anzaldúa. We will discuss ideas, research tactics, and writing techniques for the projects in depth -- but the most important part of the project will be choosing a topic that genuinely inspires you.


Students will, during the last four weeks of the semester, find ways to communicate their projects to the class.   We hope you will consider various options as you  (As a published essay?  An in-class oral presentation?  A video?  A dance or performance piece dealing with the issues you've addressed?  A poem, or group of poems?)  The readings for these class sessions will be chosen by the students in consultation with the professors.

Author's Chair:  At least once during the semester you will have a chance to read some piece of your writing, or part of a piece of your writing, out loud to the class.  (You will also have many chances to hear your classmates' voices reading their work!)  

Office hours:  We welcome and encourage you to come and talk with us in office hours whenever you'd like -- to discuss the books we've studied, the ideas we've been exploring, the writing you're working on, or anything else the class has sparked in you. 

Book list:
Judith Butler, Gender Trouble

Cynthia Enloe, Bananas, Beaches, and Bases
Audre Lorde,Sister Outsider

---Zami
Patricia Williams, The Alchemy of Race and Rights

Virginia Woolf, A Room of One’s Own

The other readings will be in a course reader that will be available the third week of classes in the English Department Office at Woodside Cottage.

ACT ONE:  LOCATIONS -- The curtain opens and the play begins We begin by each starting the project of locating ourselves within feminist communities and debates, and the simultaneous project of recognizing and understanding the location of others.  

September 5: Locating Ourselves


Introductions

September 12: Toward a Politics of Location
Discussion of 
Bernice Johnson Reagon: “Coalition Politics: Turning the Century”


Adrienne Rich’s “Notes Toward a Politics of Location”



Minnie Bruce Pratt’s “Identity: Skin, Blood, Heart”



Patricia Williams, “The Brass Ring and the Deep Blue Sea,” “Teleology on the Rocks,” and “Owning the Self in a Disowned World” from The Alchemy of Race and Rights: Diary of a Law Professor

Assignment: 2 one to two page reflections on/responses to the readings (you may choose to concentrate on one or two essays, or you might assess the connections/tensions between the works), one written as a first person narrative locating yourself within feminism, one discussing the relationship between your chosen academic discipline and feminist theory.

ACT TWO:  SPACES

How is social experience structured and how are social structures gendered?  What have been feminist contributions to cultural debates that affect the situation and status of women?  How are we located within larger social structures?

September 19: Spatial practices and feminist politics 

Discussion of: Betty Friedan, “The Problem that Has No Name”

Audre Lorde, “Uses of the Erotic: The Erotic as Power,” “The Transformation of Silence into Language and Action” in Sister Outsider
Patricia Williams, “Crimes Without Passion,” “The Obliging Shell”  in The Alchemy of Race and Rights 

Virginia Woolf, chapters I, II, III, and VI from  A Room of One’s Own 

Recommended Reading:

Nancy Fraser, “Sex, Lies, and the Public Sphere: Reflections on the Confirmation of Clarence Thomas”

Joan B. Landes, “The Public and the Private Sphere:  A Feminist Reconsideration”

Assignment: Choose a space that you inhabit (locker room, department store dressing room, classroom, your home, the street on which you live -- daytime, nighttime) as a point of orientation for a reflection on how you are gendered in that place.

September 26 Female Bodies, Feminist Histories, Discursive Struggles

Discussion of:
Simone de Bouvoir, “Facts and Myths”

Mary Daly, selections from Gyn/Ecology: the Metaethics of Radical Feminism

Luce Irigaray, “The Sex Which is Not One”

Audre Lorde, “Learning from the Sixties,” “An Open Letter to Mary Daly” from Sister Outsider


Cherríe Moraga, “From a Long Line of Vendidas”



Leslie Rabine “Stormy Weather: a Memoir of the Second Wave”

Recommended Readings:

Donna Haraway, “Cyborgs: Science, Technology, and Socialist Feminism in the 1980’s”

Dianne Butterworth: “Wanking in Cyberspace: The Development of Computer Porn”

Assignment:  Think about how a specific experience in which your body has been a “site” on which/through which/against which you have constructed a feminist perspective (i.e. a visit to the doctor, creating an online identity,  going on a diet or on a date);  how does your reconstruction/reconsideration of that experience work in relation to issues raised in one of the readings?

October 3: Theorizing Difference

Discussion of: Audre Lorde, “Poetry is not a Luxury” and “Age, Race, Class, Sex: Women Redefining Difference” and “The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House” from Sister Outsider
Cherríe Moraga’s “Art in América con Acento”

Claire Moses “Made in America:  ‘French Feminisms’ in Academia”

Patricia Williams, “Gilded Lilies and Liberal Guilt,” “The Death of the Profane,”  The Alchemy of Race and Rights
Assignment:  Select a feminist journal (such as Signs, Feminist Studies, Hypatia, Sojourner, Ms., Off Our Backs, On Our Backs, etc.) or a recent anthology of feminist essays and choose two essays that are thematically linked.  What kind of conversation/debate is being played out between these writers?  What questions arise?  Is a particular definition of feminist being engendered, explicitly or implicitly? 

October 10:
Feminist Fantasies, Desires, and Play

Discussion of :
Audre Lorde’s Zami



Helene Cixous, “The Laugh of the Medusa”



Julia Kristeva “The Revolution in Poetic Language”

Assignment:  Write a 2-3 page piece adopting/adapting one of the formal approach that you see being espoused or engendered in either Lorde’s, Cixous’ or Kristeva’s work. 

Fall Break

ACT THREE: POSITIONS//PERFORMANCE

Is there a shared subject position for all women irrespective of class, race, ethnicity?  If not how do we enact feminist politics?

October 24: Gender Trouble: Exploring the Relationship Between Feminism and Postmodernism

Discussion of : Judith Butler, Gender Trouble

Seyla Benhabib’s “Subjectivity, Historiography, and Politics,” and “Feminism and Postmodernism:  An Uneasy Alliance”

Butler, “Contingent Foundations: Feminism and the Question of Postmodernism”

Assignment: write a 1-2 page response to Butler

October 31: Locating the Politics of Experience

Discussion of: Mary Childers and bell hooks, “”A Conversation About Race and Class”



Thomas Lacquer, “The Facts of Fatherhood”

Teresa de Lauretis “Upping the Anti (sic) in Feminist Theory”

Sara Ruddick, “Thinking About Fathers”

 Chandra Talpade Mohanty’s “Locating the Politics of Experience”


 
Uma Narayan, “Through the Looking Glass Darkly: Authentic Insiders and Pre-Occupations”

Recommended Reading:



Pat Moya “Postmodernism, ‘Realism,’ and the Politics of Identity: Cherríe Moraga and Chicana Feminism”

Roundtable:  scheduled speakers include Neeta Patel, Lai Har Cheung, Peggy Reeves Sanday, Wendy Leitner-Sieber, and Johanna Berrigan


No assignment for this class session because we know you’re working hard on your position paper due on Friday!

November 3: A 4-6 page position paper highlighting the central concerns, questions, and investments that are shaping your project is due at noon.

ACT FOUR: MOVEMENTS

What collective actions have women taken, and how do we understand these movements?  Is collective action necessary for social change?  Are all womens collective movements feminist, or do some reinforce patriarchal structures?  What happens when we consider the global interaction of one nation upon another, and how does this help us to rethink location, space,and feminist movements on a different scale of power structures?  What is the relationship between patriarchy and international politics?

November 7: Bananas, Beaches, and Bases

Discussion of Cynthia Enloe’s Bananas, Beaches and Bases



Caren Kaplan, “The Politics of Location as Transnational Feminist Critical Practice”

November 14: Student directed readings and presentations

November 21:Student directed readings and presentations

November 28:Student directed readings and presentations

December 4:
Student directed readings and presentations

ACT FIVE: MOTIONS

Where do we go from here? How is change enabled or hampered by the state and the law?  How fixed are our subject positions? Can we build bridges? Where are WE headed?  Who is the WE we are concerned with and how inclusive is this term?  What visions

do WE have for the future?
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