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Queer Feminist Theories Syllabus
GWS180, Fall 2014

Monday/Wednesday 11:00am-12:15pm
Office Hours: Mondays, 12:30-2; Tuesdays 11-12, or by appointment

Email: kwazana@pomona.du Skype: kwazana; Office Crookshank 104
Facebook Group: https://www.facebook.com/groups/323397371025465/

This syllabus is subject to change, with notice.

COURSE EXPECTATIONS AND POLICIES:

These are the assignments that you will be expected to complete during the 
semester. I will only accept assignments in Sakai this semester, except for the 
discussion questions. This policy may change during the semester, with notice.

All assignments are due on the day and at the time that has been assigned. After 
that, late assignments will be penalized a third of a grade a day (thus, an A- will 
become an B+ etc), including each weekend day. I will take your commitment, effort 
and participation in this course into account when it comes to determining final 
grades. Final grades are not negotiable. All class policies subject to change, with 
notice.

DISABILITIES:

Please alert me to any health challenges or disabilities, and provide documentation 
from the relevant office. I will maintain your privacy and confidentiality, or support 
you in disclosing to the class, as you wish. I myself am dyslexic, and beg the 
indulgence of the class in misspelling words on the board. 

GRADE BREAKDOWN:

 Questions - 5%
 Attendance and Participation - 20%
 Take-Home Exam – 20%
 Discussion (with handout) – 15%
 Final essay proposal, plus meeting with Professor – 5%
 Final Essay Draft – 15%
 Final Essay – 20%

PARTICIPATION AND ASSIGNMENTS:

All assignments should be uploaded to your Sakai dropbox as word 
documents (.doc or docx); they will be returned to you there as well. You can 
follow whichever citation guidelines you would like, but do so consistently. Make 
sure your pages are numbered and that your name is on the front page. Have a 
snappy title. Always include a works cited page. Always double space. Always use 



2

Times New Roman 12 -ont. Always have one-inch borders. I will be checking! All 
assignments will be graded for spelling and grammar as well as clarity of 
argumentation. Please upload your document with your last name in the title of the 
document, ie, lastnamemidterm.docx. My goal is to always return your assignments 
within two weeks but I sometimes lose track of presentation grades so remind me.

Questions – 5% Please bring one question to the second and third classes in which 
we have readings. Please bring it typed out on a sheet of clean paper with your 
name and email included on it. Think of these questions as practice for when you 
lead discussion. I will be looking for questions that open up conversation, that get to 
the heart of the text, that push us to rethink how we read these texts. Thus, try to 
design open-ended questions that will push us to understand, utilize and 
problematize the interior arguments, possibilities and limitations of the articles. Do 
not ask questions that can be answered factually, or with quick reference to the text. 
See Appendix 1, attached to this syllabus. A grade of zero will be given to 
questions that are written and not typed.

Attendance and Participation - 20% This class will operate only through your 
consistent attendance and sustained participation. It is imperative therefore that 
you read the assigned texts for each week, and contribute to class discussions in a 
spirit of constructive and engaging dialogue. More than one unexcused absence will 
result in your grade being lowered by one-third.  This is a heavy reading course – 
organize your time accordingly. NB: Attending and being prepared for your final 
paper conference is counted in this grade.

In this class we discuss feminist, diasporic, transnational and queer politics. We talk 
about race and we talk about sex, two topics that the nation can’t even approach 
with anything approaching maturity. At times these can be difficult conversations 
because people feel strongly about these issues. Therefore let me say that I expect us 
all to speak to each other with kindness and respect. You should offer your ideas to 
the class with the expectation that you will be held responsible for them, maybe 
even challenged. But you should also offer them knowing that it is my job to make 
sure that when we go to dangerous places – and I hope we will – I will make sure 
that the conversation proceeds along collegial lines. That is my job. We are all 
mutually invested in the project of exploring ideas, of pushing ourselves to think 
harder about new ideas, and thus we aim for kindness, mutual respect and 
intellectual rigor.  

In short, I expect a professional and serious relationship to this class from each of 
you. A few more policies: I will not respond to emails that can be answered by 
reading the syllabus; please do not make appointments with me outside of office 
hours if you can make office hours; please come to all meetings prepared with 
material that you want to talk about, printed out and in hand.

What will not be rewarded is silence; I understand that some of you may be shy or 
worried about participating in class and I have thought long and hard about 
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whether to push such people to talk or not. I have decided that each of us are equally 
responsible for the work and energy that we bring to the classroom and that while I 
will take shyness into account, each of you are responsible for contributing ideas. 
Don’t be stingy! We want to hear from you! [Also, just so you know, EVERYBODY in 
this class will at one time or another be convinced that everyone else is smarter 
than they are, and knows more about theory than they do. This is a fiction imprinted 
into your brain by the capitalist patriarchy. Resist giving in to it.]

Take-home Exam – 20% There will be a take-home exam due before the Spring 
Break. You will have one week to write the exam and it will be graded as a paper, so 
it should definitely be formatted as such. 

In-class presentation – 20% Each student is required to make one in-class 
presentation during the semester. You will be expected to produce handouts for 
your discussion that are well-researched and informative, that outline the work, 
the author, and their history. More importantly, you should also produce a lucid 
reading of the text, and generate questions for discussion. Be aware that I will 
probably lecture for the first five minutes of every class on the general background 
of the reading as well as its contribution to and place in the canon of feminist theory.

Your presentation should be no longer than 10 minutes and should not be read 
from your handout. That is, your handout can be much more detailed than your 
presentation. Use this opportunity to extend some of the conversations that we have 
been having in class, to give some quick thoughts on the article and then to ask a few 
questions (see attached handout about asking questions). On the handout please 
provide bibliographic information, summarize the argument and give us your 
criticisms or insights. Make sure to email me your presentation handout after class 
is over; feel free to add to your handout, change it, whatever.

Draft and Final Essay – 5% + 15% + 20% = 40% You will propose your final 
essay topic, which we will develop together. We will have a one-on-one conference 
to discuss your final paper topic, and I will read a draft and give you early feedback. 
The final paper is up to fifteen pages long. The draft should be no less than ten.

PART ONE: Performativity/Disidentification

Week 1
September 2-Introductions
September 4
Judith Butler, “Introduction,” Bodies That Matter

Week 2
September 9
Judith Butler, “Introduction,” Bodies That Matter
September 11
Jose Munoz, “Introduction” from Disidentifications
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PART TWO: INTERSECTIONALITY AND AFTERWARDS

Week 3
September 16
Audre Lorde “The Masters Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House”; 
Combahee River Collective “Black Feminist Statement”
Kimberle Crenshaw, “Mapping the Margins”
September 18
Dean Spade, “Introduction and Chapter One” from Normal Life.

Week 4
September 23
Cathy J Cohen, “Deviance as Resistance: a New Research Agenda for the Study of 
Black Politics”
September 25
Jasbir K. Puar “I Would Rather Be a Cyborg Than a Goddess.” philoSOPHIA: A Journal 
of Continental Feminism 2, no. 1 (Fall 2012): 49-66.

PART THREE: SEXUALITY, RACE

Week 5
September 30
Michel Foucault. The History of Sexuality, Volume 1. (Professor does this)
October 2
Gayle Rubin, “Thinking Sex”

Week 6
October 7 – no class
October 9
Audre Lorde, “The Uses of the Erotic”
Adrienne Rich, “Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence”

Week 7
October 14
Andrew Smith, “Queer Theory and Native Studies: The Heteronormativity of Settler 
Colonialism”
October 16 – guest teacher
Jose Munoz, from Cruising Utopia

Week 8
October 21 (Fall Break/No Class)
October 23
Puar, “Mapping U.S. Homonormativities”
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PART FOUR: COLONIALISM, (GENDER, RACE, SEXUALITY)

Week 9
October 28
Chandra Mohanty, “Under Western Eyes”
October 30
Stoler, Ann Laura. “Bourgeois Bodies and Racial Selves ” in Race and the Education of 
Desire: Foucault’s History of Sexuality and the Colonial Order of Things. Durham: Duke 
University Press, 1995.

Week 10
November 4
Amy Kaplan, “Manifest Domesticity”
November 6
Scott Lauria Morgensen, “Settler Homonationalism”

Week 11
November 11
Richie, Jason, “How Do You Say “Come out of the closet” in Arabic: Queer Activism 
and the Politics of Visibility in Israel-Palestine.” GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay 
Studies 2010 Volume 16, Number 4: 557-575.

PART FIVE: THE TRANSNATIONAL TURN
November 13
Inderpal Grewal and Caren Kaplan, Scattered Hegemonies. Introduction.

Week 12
November 18
Gayatri Gopinath. “Communities of Sound: Queering South Asian Popular Music in 
the Diaspora”
November 20
Manalansan, Martin. From Global Divas: Filipino Gay Men in the Diaspora.

PART SIX: POSTHUMANISM

Week 13
November 25
Barad, Karen. “Posthumanist Performativity: Toward an Understanding of How 
Matter Comes to Matter.” Journal of Women in Culture and Society 28, no. 3 (2003): 
801-831.
November 27 (Thanksgiving Break/No Class)

Week 14
December 2
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Ahmed, Sara. “Open Forum Imaginary Prohibitions: Some Preliminary Remarks on 
the Founding Gestures of the ‘New Materialism’.” European Journal of Women’s 
Studies 15, no. 23 (2007): 23-39.

December 4
Allewaert, Monique. “Introduction” and “Chapter Two.” Ariel’s Ecology: Plantations, 
Personhood, and Colonialism in the American Tropics. Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2013. 

Week 15
December 9 (Last Class)
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Appendix 1:
Some notes on how to ask a good question about theory, 

that will provoke conversation and further discussion from your colleagues:

 Read theory three times: once to get a mental map of the article/chapter/paper; once to 
get the gist of the argument; and once to find your questions. Take notes in the margins: 
molest the text. Underline, star, jot down questions. Take a break. Think about the pieces 
of the text, phrases, expressions, moments that tweak your instincts, that bother and 
harass you. These intuitions and “feelings” are the ends of intellectual threads that you 
may want to excavate. 

 Linger over passages that are unclear or that strike you as particularly helpful or that 
don’t jar well with you. Why do those passages set off your instincts? 

 Relate those passages to the whole text: how is this piece of the text part of a larger 
context?

 Contextualize the writing: who wrote it; what is their discipline, or interdisciplinary 
nexus; what else have they written; what is the/are the central arguments; who is the 
writer in conversation with; what are some key passages; what are some key terms; what 
did you not understand?

 Make your discussion question(s) simple, straightforward and jargon-free.
 Proofread your questions so that you catch grammar and spelling mistakes.
 Make your questions open-ended, i.e. not answerable with fact or by direct and 

immediate reference to the text.
 Make sure your question doesn’t rely on information the rest of the class doesn’t have, 

OR give the class enough information and background to be able to engage the question. 
Make sure the question is answerable to start with, i.e., is not vague and does not rely on 
facts or assumptions not addressable within the confines of our class conversation.

 Make reference to the text with quotes or page numbers: direct the class to look at a 
relevant passage, read it together out loud, and drill down into the writing and sentence 
structure itself to get at the problem you are looking at. Sometimes I refer to this model of 
reading theory as Talmudic. What I am trying to say is that we need not reserve close-
reading practices to literature, particularly if we are interested in the refractive effects of 
language itself.

 A good discussion question reframes some of the problems of the text and then tries to 
get at internal logical problems and paradoxes or to think through the consequences, 
implications and applications of the theory.

 As such, questions about “experience” or “responses” or “feelings” tend not to be helpful 
questions – try to step back from personal responses and instead focus on the intellectual 
shape of the ideas and argument.

 Often we are tempted to ask the “what about” question: e.g., what about the people who 
are excluded from this theory? Although not an unreasonable question, asked in this 
manner this is not really a sophisticated question because it doesn’t open up conversation. 
The only answer to “what about” is: they aren’t there. More productive is to ask: how do 
the exclusions at the heart of this work facilitate certain conclusions, problems or 
paradigms, what are these paradigms and what happens when we consider this theory in a 
broader context? What would this theory look like if re-written from a different point in 
history, different assumptions about political economy, etc.? 

 It’s not the worst idea to make sure you have some thoughts about how to answer your 
questions before sending them on to your colleagues. However, sometimes you are just 
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really stumped and need to work through this question with your classmates. That’s okay 
too.

 Which brings me to: it is often smart and productive to write a preamble to a question. 
That preamble might be a short intellectual history of your questions, it might 
contextualize the text you are working with, it might scaffold the question you want to 
ask by referring to other texts or many points in the same text.  Don’t make this preamble 
so long that no-one can excavate the original question, however. Also….

 If you can answer your question while you are writing it, you probably need to just state 
your point of view and move on to another, related, question.

 Sometimes the question you write is simply the jumping-off point for more developed 
questions on the part of the class. That is fine! The point is to catalyze inquiry, not 
perform mastery: good pedagogy means letting go of your ego-investments in your own 
ideas.

 Sometimes you are stuck with an instinct, a hunch, a nagging feeling and a half-formed 
question and you simply can’t move forward without thinking about it out loud. Bring 
those seemingly half-formed thoughts to the class: we will figure the direction or shape of 
your question together.

 Finally: when you don’t get it, you don’t get it. Ask for help from the professor or your 
classmates, and feel free and supported in bringing your “I Don’t Get It” questions to 
class. We will all profit from these acts of intellectual humility and generosity.


