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What if we did not know where we are and who we are? What if all previous answers to the question of 
who we are were merely based upon the application of an answer given long ago, an answer that does not 
correspond to what is perhaps asked in the question now touched upon of who we are ? For we do not now 

ask about ourselves “as human,” assuming we understand this name. 
-Martin Heidegger 

 
How can we combine the old words in new orders so that they create beauty, so that they tell the truth? 

That is the question. 
-Virginia Woolf 

 
Course Description:  
 
Women’s and Gender Studies is a growing and vibrant interdisciplinary field, spanning multiple areas of 
scholarly investigation. The founding intersections of these literatures assemble a series of critical insights 
that challenge many prevailing and inherited knowledges about our shared world(s). This course will be a 
sustained effort to tackle a double movement. By examining difficult texts that cover difficult subjects, we 
are forced to “tarry with contradiction” as Hegel says. Our inherited knowledges that fore-structure how 
we perceive what is natural, unbiased, self-evident, and universal will be reflected back to us as unusual, 
unfamiliar, biased, concealed, and contingent. At the same instant, such a reflection offers the opportunity 
for us to probe the various lacunae within those fore-structures—to grapple with contradictions and 
uncouple them from systemic truths. As such, we will have various opportunities to take very close looks 
at the cultural understandings of social phenomena with which you may be familiar, as well as those 
which may be unfamiliar. Our aim will be to examine the wider political investments as well as the 
particular practices, communities, and ordinary lives of humans as they engage in political acts of 
self-making. This aim requires a new set of questions to reach the ground in which gender/sex has 
generated its particular grammars. For instance, what is power and how has its effects produced the very 
identities that humans claim to possess, enact, or disavow? What does it mean to live at the margins of 
intersectional identities and what analyses are required to understand those lives? In other words, what do 
we make of the politics of human life when it is lived in the ordinary spheres of the everyday: race, class, 
(dis)ability, gender/sex, sexuality, nationality, etc.  
 
Course Expectations: 
 
Response papers (40%): Students will write four response papers throughout the semester for various 
‘themes’ of readings. These papers will be handed at designated deadlines within the Course Readings 
section. These papers should give you the opportunity to express concerns with the readings themselves: 
the theme(s), methods, thesis, etc., that the author(s) are expressing. Prompts for these questions are to be 
found at the end of the syllabus. The papers should be written in the following format: 2-3 pages, double 
spaced, 12 pt. font., printed out and turned in on the day off that class.  
 



Final Exam (40%): The exam will be take home and will consist of short answer questions and a number 
of essay questions that will cover the entirety of the course materials. The exam questions will be 
submitted on Moodle a week before the final exam date for the course. You will be responsible for 
handing in a printed version of your final exam in class on the final exam date that will be posted by the 
registrar. That date will be announced throughout the waning weeks of the semester.  
 
Attendance (20%): Attendance will take the form of daily in-class free writes. These can be written or 
typed (emailed to b.lee.aultman@gmail.com) and must be in my possession no later than the day of that 
class. Free writes will generally take the form of answering a prompt. 
 
Technology: The use of cell phones is strictly prohibited. If students are found using a phone during class 
I will ask them to leave. The use of laptops is permitted. However, if I become aware that students are not 
using these devices for the purposes of taking notes, i.e., watching movies or chatting with friends, this 
luxury will cease.  
 
Check Blackboard Regularly: All course readings will be uploaded to Blackboard. All correspondence 
(class cancellations, important updates about inclement weather and travel hazards issued by the college, 
etc.) will be handled via Blackboard’s email interface. It is your responsibility to ensure you have access 
to Blackboard and that your account is linked to your Brooklyn College email address. 

Academic Honesty: The faculty and administration of Brooklyn College support an environment free 
from cheating and plagiarism. Each student is responsible for being aware of what constitutes cheating 
and plagiarism and for avoiding both. The complete text of the CUNY Academic Integrity Policy and the 
Brooklyn College procedure for policy implementation can be found at 
www.brooklyn.cuny.edu/bc/policies.  
 
Students with Disabilities: In order to receive disability-related academic accommodations students must 
first be registered with the Center for Student Disability Services. Students who have a documented 
visible or nonvisible disability or suspect they may have a disability are invited to set up an appointment 
with the Director of the Center for Student Disability Services, Ms. Valerie Stewart-Lovell at (718) 
951-5538. If you have already registered with the Center for Student Disability Services, please provide 
me with the course accommodation form. In any case, please consult with me. 
 
Pronouns and Gender Identity: My name is B. I am non-binary, masculine. I use gender-neutral 
pronouns (they/them/their). I adhere to a strict policy of respect for the gender identities and correct 
pronoun usage for all of my students, including names that are not yet a part of “official” documentation. 
Intentional misgendering, as with any attempt to slur another human’s personal integrity on the basis of 
race, ethnicity, or religion, will result in immediate dismissal from class for that session. Continued 
abuses will result in disciplinary action with the appropriate College administrators.  
 
Texts: 

There are no required textbooks for this course. All texts will be made available via Blackboard. Many 
texts will be excerpted from an anthology, Feminist Philosophy, the entirety of which is uploaded on 
Blackboard. The PDF pages on which these readings may be found are noted. Others are from my own 
library and are uploaded onto Blackboard. Some are also whole books whose PDF pages have been 
indicated as well. 



 

 

Tentative Course Readings and Schedule: Please check Blackboard regularly for any changes in dates 
and course readings. 

Response Paper Due Dates: Feb. 17, Mar. 10, Mar. 31, Apr. 28 
 
Feb. 3: Introduction to the Course 
 
I. DEVELOPING A THEORY TO INTERROGATE THE OBVIOUS 
 
A. On Power, Oppression, and Bodily Policing 
 
Feb. 10: Michel Foucault  - The Docile Body from Discipline and Punish: (PDF: pp. 143-185) 
 
Feb. 17: Peggy McIntosh - White Privilege and Male Privilege in The Feminist Philosophy Reader (PDF 
pp. 72 - 80) AND Audre Lorde - The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House in The 
Feminist Philosophy Reader (PDF pp. 60-62) PAPER ONE DUE 
 
B. Social Construction and the Question of Gender/Sex 
 
Feb. 24: Simone de Beauvoir - Introduction to the Second Sex in The Feminist Philosophy Reader (PDF 
pp. 98 - 108) 
 
Mar. 3: Gayle Rubin - The Traffic in Women: Notes on the Political Economy of Sex in The Feminist 
Philosophy Reader (PDF pp. 24-50) 
 
Mar. 10: Donna Harraway “A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist-Feminism in the 
Late Twentieth Century” http://faculty.georgetown.edu/irvinem/theory/Haraway-CyborgManifesto-1.pdf 
PAPER TWO DUE 
 
II. SUBJECTIVITY AND THE LIMITS OF IDENTITY 

A. Creating (Dis)Identifications 

Mar. 17: Judith Butler - Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: Phenomenology and Feminist 
Theory in The Feminist Philosophy Reader (PDF pp. 108 - 118) 
 
Mar. 24: Gayatri Spivak - Can the Subaltern Speak? 
 
B. In the Shadows of the Normative Self: Transgender and Gender Nonconforming Communities 
 
Mar 31: Anne Fausto-Sterling (1994): “The Five Sexes: Why males and females are not enough.” The 
Sciences, 33 (2): 20-25. http://www.neiu.edu/~lsfuller/fivesexes.htm AND A. Finn Enke - The Education 
of Little Cis from The Transgender Studies Reader 2 PAPER THREE DUE 
 

http://faculty.georgetown.edu/irvinem/theory/Haraway-CyborgManifesto-1.pdf


 
 
C. Sexualities 
 
Apr. 7: Catherine MacKinnon - Sexuality in The Feminist Philosophy Reader (PDF pp. 215-227) 
 
Apr. 10-18: NO CLASSES/SPRING RECESS 
 
Apr. 21: Hortense Spillers - Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe 
 
III. ON THE POLITICAL AND THE ORDINARY 
 
A. The Ordinary of Political Life 
 
Apr. 28: Veena Das - Interview on Voice, Agency, and the Ordinary AND Kimberle Crenshaw - Mapping 
the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence against Women of Color in The Feminist 
Philosophy Reader (PDF pp. 290 - 311) PAPER FOUR DUE 
 
May 5: Kara Granzow -  De-constructing ‘choice’: The social imperative and women’s use of the birth 
control pill AND Nancy Fraser - After the Family Wage: Gender Equity and the Welfare State in The 
Feminist Philosophy Reader (PDF pp. 633-636) 
 
IV. HUMAN LIFE AS A LIVING THING 
 
A. The Question of Knowledge 
 
May 12: Linda Martin Alcoff - How is Epistemology Political? in The Feminist Philosophy Reader (PDF 
pp. 716 - 728) AND Jasbir Puar - I Would Rather be a Cyborg than a Goddess  
 
B. Disposability, Marginality, and Intersectional Life  
 
May 19: May 19: C. Riley Snorton and Jin Haritaworn - Trans Necropolitics: A Transnational Reflection 
on Violence, Death, and the Trans of Color Afterlife  
 
Final Exam TBA 
 
Prompts for Response Papers 
 
Paper One: How is it possible that identity a process of “cultural inscription,” whereby the prevailing 
norms of a given culture/society help to determine the definition and limits of how people identify as 
human beings? Is it possible that our theories concerning identity are culturally biased? Be sure to cite 
examples defending your argument. 
 
Paper Two: What does it mean to be “othered” as a human, to exist in the shadow of another 
subjectivity/identity? In your answer, discuss the notion of “social death” and erasure. Spivak’s piece is 
especially useful here. 
 



Paper Three:It has so far been argued that cisgender, that is non-trans, forms and conceptions of the 
human body have been the epistemological foundations for how we perceive “normal.” But in adopting 
this term in order to critique our knowledge, do we run a risk of materializing the differences we hope to 
overcome? For example, by making cis the object of critique, are we continuing a problematic cis/trans 
binary? Cite examples from the readings to help you argument. 
 
Paper Four: Veena Das argues that violence and space are congruous points where the world and the body 
meet to create the boundary conditions for “experimentation of new forms of human life.” Given the 
discussions of how law has determined the “boundaries” of legally identified gender/sex and other forms 
of embodiment, to what extent is the law a form of violence? Can the law be thought as something that 
willfully limits the human in its expressive capacities? Be sure to cite the readings. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


