WOMEN AND GENDER STUDIES 200-001

INTRODUCTION TO WOMEN AND GENDER STUDIES

Spring 2009
Wednesdays 4:30 - 7:10
205 Krug Hall
Dr. Paula Ruth Gilbert                                                    Office Hours:

Room 217 A Thompson Hall                                          Tuesdays 2:45 - 4:15 p.m.
(703) 993-1102 (office)                                                   Wednesdays 2:45 - 4:15 p.m.

(703) 993-1220, 1221 (Foreign Languages)                   and by appointment

(703) 993-2896 (Women's Studies)                                e-mail:  pgilbert@gmu.edu

Home Page:  http://mason.gmu.edu/~pgilbert/
COURSE DESCRIPTION


This interdisciplinary introduction to the field of Women and Gender Studies and feminist scholarship examines women's gendered experiences, recognizes their achievements, and addresses their status in society.  The course also includes the study of gender as a central aspect of human existence:  what it means to be a gendered individual in society; the way society creates, patterns, and rewards our understandings and "performance" of femininities and masculinities.  

COURSE OBJECTIVES
To develop and demonstrate critical thinking skills.

To develop a sense of the history of women and gender in our own and other cultural contexts.

To identify the variety of feminisms and feminist movements that have emerged in different historical periods and in different cultural settings.

To recognize the ways in which the intersections of culture, race, class, age, ethnicity, sexuality, religion, and ability result in different (and sometimes contradictory) experiences for women and men.
To understand the implications of recognizing that gender (masculinity, femininity, transgender) is different from sex (male, female, intersex) and that both are culturally varied and socially constructed.

To understand the connections between women and gender studies, feminism, and activist movement.

To be ready to apply theories of women and gender studies to our practice in everyday life.

REQUIRED TEXTS
Course Textbook:  Shaw, Susan M. and Janet Lee.  Women's Voices, Feminist Visions:  Classic and Contemporary Readings.  Fourth Edition.  New York:  McGraw Hill, 2009.  [Note:  I'll not be assigning all of the readings that follow the introduction in a given chapter.  I'll inform you of the specific required readings in advance of each chapter assignment.]

Allison, Dorothy.  Two or Three Things I Know for Sure.  New York:  Plume (Penguin Group), 1996. [Memoir about childhood violence and sexual abuse]
Dangarembga, Tsitsi.  Nervous Conditions.  Oxford:  Ayeba Clarke Publishing; Boulder, Colorado:  Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2004. [Coming-of-age novel about a girl in Rhodesia, now Zimbabwe; Selection for Mason's Text and Community Program, spring 2009--See below.]
Huston, Nancy.  Slow Emergencies.  New York:  Vintage Press, 2002.  [Novel about the tensions between career and marriage/motherhood]

One Woman, One Vote [Feature-length Documentary about the first wave of feminism]

In addition, we shall be viewing the following documentaries during class time:

My Feminism

Some American Feminists

Slim Hopes:  Advertising and the Obsession with Thinness

Finally, below is a list of 24 feature-length films that relate to many of the issues that we'll be discussing throughout the semester.  Each student is to choose four of these films and write a critique of it, as related to the course material.  More information on this assignment is given under the course requirements.  All of these films are on reserve in the Johnson Center Library.  They are also available at video rental stores or on websites/services like Netflix.]
Iron-Jawed Angels [U.S.:  a moving and powerful dramatic documentary about the continuation 


of the first wave of feminism--after Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony--with 


the more militant movement headed by Alice Paul.  These women fought the male


establishment, demonstrated in front of the White House, were imprisoned, but


ultimately were successful in 1920 with the passage of the 14th Amendment, giving


women the right to vote.]
Set Me Free/Emporte-moi [Québec: a touching and honest coming-of-age story about 

a young girl--by the most important woman filmmaker in Québec, Léa Pool;

deals with issues of sexuality, sexual preference, violence and rape, religion,

domestic life, friendship, and above all, creativity]

The Dreamlife of Angels/La Vie rêvée des anges [France: the realistic story of two 

penniless working-class women in their early twenties who become roommates; 

both actresses won a joint Best Actress award at the 1998 Cannes Film Festival,

and the film won all the top awards in France in 1999]

Heavenly Creatures [New Zealand:  the fictional account of a true story of female


adolescence, its fantasies, and its shocking violence; first film of Kate Winslet]

Raise the Red Lantern [China:  the visually stunning recounting of the lives and domestic

tragedies of the four wives/concubines of a rich man in China in 1920; starring

Li Gong, the renowned Chinese actress, as the fourth wife]

Boys Don't Cry [U.S.:  the fictional account of the life of a transgendered youth in 

Nebraska; Hilary Swank won the Best Actress Award at the 2000 Academy

Awards, and Cloe Sévigny was nominated for her supporting role; See also the 

documentary, The Brandon Teena Story, upon which the film was based]  

Strangers in Good Company/A Company of Strangers [Canada:  the tender story of


elderly women stranded together in the "wilderness" and how they cope; none

of the actors in the films is a professional]

Rosetta  [France and Belgium:  the powerful and raw story of a young and impulsive

girl who lives with her alcoholic mother and moved by despair, will do anything

to maintain a job; shot with a hand-held camera]

Fat Girl/A ma soeur [France:  the realistic and controversial story of two young sisters 

and their sibling rivalry--by the celebrated woman filmmaker, Catherine Breillat; 

initially banned in Ontario]

The Piano Teacher [France: adapted from Elfriede Jelinek's own novel, the film is a

stunning look at how a middle-aged woman is gradually self-destructing, as 

she embarks on an affair with one of her students; won both best actor and

best actress awards, as well as the Grand Prize of the Jury at the 2001

Cannes Film Festival] 

Secretary [U.S.:  a bizarre and fascinating tale of a sexually sado-masochistic 

relationship between a young woman recently discharged from a mental 

institution and her lawyer boss]

Real Women Have Curves [U.S.:  the honest story of a first-generation Mexican

American young woman caught between her culture and her educational desires]

Frida [U.S.:  the successful film about Frida Kahlo, the Mexican painter, who

channeled her physical injuries and her troubling marriage to Diego Rivera into

her work; starring Oscar-nominated Salma Hayek; directed by the artist,

Julie Taymor, known for her own creative puppets in The Lion King]

Read My Lips/Sur mes lèvres  [France:  the engrossing story of a sweet deaf office


worker who lip-reads and her growing relationship with an ex-convict; winner

of a number of European film awards]

Thirteen  [U.S.: the story of a thirteen-year-old girl's relationship with her mother that is put to 

the test as the girl discovers drugs, sex, and petty crime]

The Magdalene Sisters [Ireland: a powerful and troubling film based on the true story of four 

young women given into the custody of the Magdalene sisterhood asylum in Ireland to 

correct their "sinful" behavior of being too sexy, having been raped, having had a child 

out of wedlock]

Born into Brothels [U.S./Thailand:  two documentary filmmakers chronicle their time in 

Sonagchi, Calcutta and the relationships they developed with children of prostitutes who 

work the city's notorious red light district; winner of the 2004 Academy Award for Best 

Documentary]   
Transamerica [U.S.:  a pre-operative male-to-female transsexual takes an unexpected journey 

when she learns that she fathered a son, now a teenage runaway hustling on the streets 

of New York]
Moolaadé [Sénégal: when a woman shelters a group of girls from suffering female 

genital cutting, she starts a conflict that tears her village apart; director by the famed 

Ousmane Sembene]  
Vera Drake  [England:  Vera Drake spends her days doting on her working-class family. 

But Vera also has a secret side: Her family and friends don't know that she visits women 

and helps them induce miscarriages for their unwanted pregnancies--an illegal practice 

in 1950's England. When her crime is discovered by authorities, Vera's world quickly
falls apart, deeply affecting both her and her family.]
Maria Full of Grace [Colombia:  the harrowing story of an atypical drug-running "mule." Maria 

Alvarez is a smart, independent 17-year-old girl from Colombia who agrees to smuggle a 

half-kilo of heroin into the United States for a shot at a normal existence in the magical 

land of "El Norte" -- where she imagines the city streets must be paved with gold.
Water [India:  After losing her husband to illness, 8-year-old Chuyia is forced to live out the rest 


of her days in a temple for Hindu widows, communing with 14 other women and a cruel 


headmistress who agrees to take her in. But it's through the trials of another widow, a 


beautiful prostitute named Kalyani who is being courted by a man from a higher caste 


that Chuyia learns the true restrictions of widowhood.
Away from Her [Canada:  Sarah Polley directs this drama about a long-married but still very 


much in love couple whose lives are torn asunder when one of them must enter a rest 


home. Julie Christie (in an Oscar-nominated role) plays the wife, and Gordon Pinsent 


plays the husband desperate to ensure her comfort in the new setting while burdened 


with guilt over past behavior. Olympia Dukakis co-stars in this film inspired by an Alice 


Munro story.]
4 Months, 3 Weeks, and 2 Days [Romania:  In the last days of communism in Romania, Gabita, 


a young college student, wants to end her unplanned pregnancy. With the help of her 


best friend, fellow student Otilia, she seeks an abortion, illegal under the oppressive 


Ceaucescu regime. Director Cristian Mungiu's searing portrait of life under dictatorship 


received many film festival awards as well as a nomination for Best Foreign 


Language Film from the Golden Globes.]
WOMEN AND GENDER STUDIES MINOR  
Introduction to Women and Gender Studies is the foundation course for the minor in Women and Gender Studies.  The minor is open to all undergraduate students at GMU.  It is an interdisciplinary program based on 18 credit hours (approximately 6 classes).  Two classes are required: WMST 200 and WMST 330 (Feminist Theory across Disciplines). [Please note that the rubric, WMST, will become WGST as of fall 2009.]  The remaining credits are based on elective courses drawn from a variety of departments and disciplines.  Students with various majors including English, Sociology, Social Work, Psychology, Communication, History, Foreign Language and Literature, Integrative Studies, Biology, Government and International Relations, Global Affairs, Public Administration, Dance, Theatre, Nursing, and the like have found that Women and Gender Studies offers a perspective that complements and focuses their coursework for their major. Please see me if you would like to talk about a minor in Women and Gender Studies, or contact the Women's Research and Resource Center in the Johnson Center.
EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING:  WOMEN AND GENDER STUDIES 401 (1-3 CREDITS) 

Introduction to Women and Gender Studies is a course that lends itself both to the academic study of gender issues and to its application to the “real world.”  Accordingly, students will have the option of working in a service learning environment outside of class and of earning from 1 to 3 additional academic credits for this course.  The service learning will be individually designed in appropriate off-campus or on-campus locales that provide services to the public in the areas of gender and women’s issues.  Help with one's placement site is available at the Center for Service and Leadership.  Please see me for further information, requirements, and potential placement. 

COURSE POLICIES AND EXPECTATIONS 

Class Dynamics:  Perhaps the most important guideline for the classroom is respect for all class members, their ideas, their experiences, and their comments.  The differences among us will add to the richness of this course.  Please communicate your thoughts and opinions honestly but also in ways that acknowledge difference.  This class will work best if we all agree to cooperate and participate in discussions that do not generalize, that make a distinction between the theoretical and the personal, and that preserve a sense of openness, trust, and comfort. 

Attendance and Participation:  Much of the value that you will receive from this course will come from both your course readings and viewings and from your interactions with others. Your attendance and participation, therefore, are extremely important to the class and your learning process.  Do not miss class!
Assignments:  You are expected to complete all assignments on the assigned due date.  No late assignments will be accepted.  If you are having difficulties completing an assignment, contact me in advance. 

Honor Code:  As a student in this class, you are to follow the provisions of the GMU Honor Code for all work submitted for a grade.

Plagiarism:  Plagiarism means using the exact words, opinions, or factual information from another person without giving the person credit.  Writers give credit through accepted documentation styles, such as parenthetical citation, footnotes, or endnotes.    Paraphrased material must also be cited, using MLA or APA format.  A simple listing of books or articles is not sufficient.  Plagiarism is the equivalent of intellectual robbery and cannot be tolerated in the academic setting.  If you have any doubts about what constitutes plagiarism, please see me.  

E-Mail Accounts:  It is important to have and use an e-mail account.  According to guidelines established by the University, each student is to access and use her/his GMU e-mail account when corresponding with the professor and with other students in a given course.  Although written assignments are to be handed in as hard copies, e-mail accounts will allow each of you to be in touch with me and with the others regarding assignments, questions, and discussions.

RELEVANT CAMPUS AND ACADEMIC RESOURCES

Counseling Center:  SUB I, third floor / 993-2380.

Disability Support Services:  Any student with documented learning disabilities or other conditions that may affect academic performance should make sure this documentation is on file with the Office of Disability Support Services (SUB I, second floor; 993-2474) to determine the possible accommodations you might need and should talk with me to discuss reasonable accommodations.

Sexual Assault Services:  SUB I, second floor / 993-4364

Student Technology Assistance and Resources (STAR) Center:  Johnson Center 229 / 993-8990

Writing Center:  Robinson A116; 993-1200

EVALUATION
15% Participation and Assessment

20% Four Feminist Critiques of Films as Related to Course Issues (5% each)

20% Creative Project and Presentation

25% Research Paper

20% Final Examination

[5% Maximum extra credit for campus events]

DETAILS OF COURSE REQUIREMENTS AND EVALUATION  

Class Participation and Assessment (15% of the final grade)


As you will soon learn, women and gender studies is very much a collaborative and participatory field, and we shall all benefit not only from our readings and viewings, but also from our class discussions to which each of us will bring an individual perspective. Through class discussions and group/individual assignments, you will have the opportunity to discover new perspectives and examine ideas that were previously unchallenged.  Open discussion depends on the development of trust and safety among participants, as well as risk-taking and effective facilitation.  It is, therefore, essential that class members attend all scheduled classes and participate in class discussions and activities.  I encourage you to aid your oral participation by bringing to class relevant materials from newspapers and other media forms. I shall be giving each student a class participation grade approximately 3-4 times during the semester, and these grades--as all grades--are available for each of you to see.  Progress in class participation throughout the semester will be taken into consideration for your final participation grade.  
Four Feminist Critiques of Films  (20% of final grade; 5% each)  

First of all, read through the list of films at the beginning of this syllabus, and choose films whose subjects interest you the most.  Please choose films that you have not yet seen in order to broaden your movie horizons!  You are then to choose four of the twenty-four suggested films and watch them outside of class. View each of the films, taking into consideration how the plot, characters, visual/filmic scenes, acting, symbolism, and the like relate to some of the women's/feminist/gender issues that we will be studying throughout the semester.  You will undoubtedly note that your awareness of issues and your ability to analyze the films will increase and strengthen as we get to more issues and discuss them in greater depth.  Don't worry:  this "growth" will be taken into consideration for your grades!  All of the suggested films deal with issues related to girls and women and to their lives, cultures, relationships, families, jobs, careers, desires, sexuality, genders, and the world around them.  You may want to note which films have been made by female filmmakers/directors and see if you can distinguish any differences from those made by men. These films are on reserve in the Johnson Center Library, or they can easily be rented at a local video store and are available on Netflix, etc.  Each written critique/review should be approximately two-three pages in length. Each paper must be typed and numbered, double-spaced, with 1" margins all around, and a 11-12-point font.  Please put your name on the upper right-hand corner of the first page.  The first film critique is due on 11 February; the second on 25 February; the third on 18 March; the fourth on 15 April.
Collaborative Creative Project and Presentation (20% of the final grade):


Women have used many expressive means to represent themselves and their lives.  You will design and execute a creative project that explores and reflects upon the experiences of women.  The project can take any form or use any medium that helps you to understand and express a feminine experience or experiences.  Your project is not expected to reflect all women, but it must be something that some women have experienced.  It may be autobiographical, documentary, or fictional.  It may be written, imaged, recorded, or performed, and produced in any medium (painting, sculpture, photography, video, music, drama, collage, poetry, quilting) or a combination of these media.  You are required to work with 3-4 people in the class on a collaborative basis, sharing your strengths, work, and results.  Please discuss your proposed project with your small group before talking to me.  All topics must be approved in advance.  The evaluation of the project will not be based on the creativity of the project itself.  You will be evaluated on two aspects: (1) by a written (2 pages for each member of a pair or a small group) statement in which you explain how you came to your topic and form of expression (the genesis) and how they reflect women’s experience(s); (2) by your presentation skills and content.  As you show the class, demonstrate, or perform your project, the presentation will make clear how you see it as a reflection of women’s experiences.  With your permission, some projects may be displayed in a Women and Gender Studies Exhibit in the Women's Center.  Please note:  Creative projects do take time to be imagined, developed, and executed (for example, video editing takes a tremendous amount of time, although a number of students have used this medium for past projects).   You will have to manage your time accordingly and rehearse your presentation well before the due date.  If you have difficulty with any aspect of the assignment, please talk to me.  Both the written statement and the actual project presentations will be due and will be performed on 22 April.
Research Paper  (25% of the final grade):


Scholarship in women and gender studies has drawn upon many methods of inquiry from many different disciplines.  No single discipline can accurately depict the complexities of women's lives, experiences, and situation, and each of you is coming to this class with interests, skills, and knowledge from a number of disciplines and cross-disciplines. Each of you will choose a topic for this final research paper.  The topic can be an extension of issues discussed in class as a result of our readings and viewings, or it can be an issue that we have touched upon only briefly or perhaps not at all because of time restraints. Please discuss your topic with me prior to making your final decision.  All topics must be approved in advance.You will have to undertake outside research for this paper, using books, articles, documentaries, films, memoirs, etc. for your chosen topic.  You may also use the Internet, but you may not use it exclusively.  You must use a consistent style format--either MLA or APA.  The paper must be approximately 7-8 pages in length, double-spaced, numbered, with an 11-12 point font, and one-inch margins.  Simply put your name on the top right-hand corner of the first page, and staple the pages together.  Papers are due on Wednesday 29 April.
Final Examination (20% of the final grade):


This final assessment will consist of an essay exam covering a synthesis of all of the material studied during the semester.  Date:  Wednesday 6 May 2009.
Extra Credit:


Throughout the semester there will be events on campus that relate to the issues that we shall be discussing in class.  For example, one of the two novels that we'll be reading and discussing in class, Nervous Conditions, is the chosen text for the spring 2009 Text and Community Program sponsored by the Department of English.  There will some panels related to this novel, a series of Zimbabwean films in the dorms in late March and early April, and a reading of one of the author, Dangarembga's plays.  Other women and gender-related events will occur at on various days and times--lectures, films, performances, etc. If you are interested in attending (or volunteering for) any of these campus events that I shall announce in class, you may write up a two-page critique of it, relating it to class material, for extra credit.  There is a limit of two such extra credit possibilities per student--for a total of 5% potentially added to your final grade.  

CLASS SCHEDULE AND ASSIGNMENTS

January
21st


Welcome to the Course and to Chapter I of the Course Textbook




Documentary (in class):  My Feminism  
28th


Shaw and Lee, Chapter I:  "Women's Studies:  Perspectives and




Practices" (pp. 1-24) + assigned readings in chapter



Documentary (to be seen outside of class):  One Woman One Vote [on 




the first wave of feminism]



Documentary (in class):  Some American Feminists (in part) [on the 

second wave of feminism]
February
4th


Shaw and Lee, Chapter 2:  "Systems of Privilege and




Inequality in Women's Lives" (pp. 59-75) + assigned readings in chapter
11th


Shaw and Lee, Chapter 3:  "Learning Gender in a Diverse Society"

(pp. 124-39) + assigned readings in chapter 

First Film Critique Due
18th


Shaw and Lee, Chapter 4:  "Sex, Power, and Intimacy" (pp. 170-85) 



+ assigned readings in chapter

25th


Shaw and Lee, Chapter 5:  "Inscribing Gender on the Body" 

(pp. 223-43) + assigned readings in chapter



Documentary (in class):  Slim Hopes:  Advertising and the Obsession

  


with Thinness




Second Film Critique Due  
March
4th


Shaw and Lee, Chapter 6:  "Health and Reproductive Rights"




(pp. 296-325) +assigned readings in chapter AND



Shaw and Lee, Chapter 7:  "Family Systems, Family Lives"




(pp. 378-95) +assigned readings in chapter
11th


Spring Break--no class
18th


Shaw and Lee, Chapter 7:  "Family Systems, Family Lives"




(pp. 378-95) + assigned readings in chapter (continued) AND
Shaw and Lee, Chapter 8:  "Women's Work Inside and Outside




the Home" (pp. 426-47) + assigned readings in chapter



Third Film Critique Due
25th


Shaw and Lee, Chapter 9:  "Women Confronting and Creating




Culture" (pp. 498-514)




Novel:  Nancy Huston's Slow Emergencies
April
1st


Novel:  Tsitsi Dangarembga's Nervous Conditions
8th


Shaw and Lee, Chapter 10:  "Resisting Violence against Women"




(pp. 555-577) + assigned readings in chapter



Memoir:  Dorothy Allison's Two or Three Things I Know for Sure

15th


Shaw and Lee, Chapter 11:  "State, Law, and Social Policy"




(pp. 611-632) + assigned readings in chapter AND




Shaw and Lee, Chapter 12:  "Religion and Spirituality in Women's




Lives" (pp. 669-82) 



Fourth Film Critique Due

22nd


Presentation of Collaborative Creative Projects




Written Statement on Creative Project Due
29th


Shaw and Lee, Chapter 13:  "Activism, Change, and Feminist Futures"

(pp. 707-21) + assigned readings from chapter



Research Paper Due




We shall meet for one hour and 15 minutes in class and then . . .
5:55 - 7:10 Talk by author, Tsitsi Dangarembga, 178 Enterprise Hall
(required)
Dangarembga, a novelist and playwright, was born in Mutoko, Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe). She was educated at Cambridge where she studied medicine and psychology. After becoming a successful writer, she entered the Deutsche Film und Fernseh Academie in Berlin. Nervous Conditions, the first book published in English by a black Zimbabwean woman, was awarded the Commonwealth Writers Prize. Neria, published in 1992, was made into a film and became the highest grossing film in Zimbabwean history.  The sequel to Nervous Conditions was published in 2006 and is entitled The Book of Not.
May

6th


Final Examination:  4:40 -7:15 p.m.

[Please note]:

Last day to add classes:  4 February

Last day to drop a class with no tuition penalty:  4 February

Last day to drop a class:  20 February 
PAGE  
9

