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Course description 
Political theory concerns itself  with big questions about the legitimacy of  authority; the 
importance of  fairness; the meaning of  justice; and the workings of  power. Yet historically, 
women’s political interests have been routinely ignored or subordinated to those of  men. 
Feminist political theory challenges women’s absence, or presumed subservience, in political 
life. Motivated by a concern for inequality and injustices in the everyday, feminist theory 
seeks to provide a philosophical foundation for the pursuit of  “real world” goals and the 
improvement of  women’s lives - and, oftentimes, men’s as well. In doing so, feminist theory’s 
primary method has often entailed critical engagement with the canonical texts of  political 
philosophy. 

Yet feminist political theory is not monolithic, nor are its methods - there are many diverse 
and conflicting strands, based in disparate notions of  what constitutes “the good life.” 
Liberal feminism, conservative feminism, radical feminism, marxist feminism, women of  
color feminism, Chicana feminism, queer feminism, continental feminism, existentialist 
feminism: these varieties, and others, emphasize and prioritize different concerns. From the 
relationship between the public and the private; to the complex interplay between sex, 
gender, and the body; the roles of  class and race and how they interact with gender; and 
what unifies and complicates the category of  “woman,” feminist theory’s diversity is one of  
its strongest attributes. Indeed, Black feminism and queer feminism, to take two examples 
from this syllabus, critique white, liberal models of  feminism and their universalizing 
tendencies, challenging the long-dominant ‘one-size-fits-all’ model of  feminist politics. 

Because feminism understands itself  to be fundamentally liberatory (that is, concerned with 
increasing liberty, specifically of  women), our readings in the course will focus on the theme 
of  freedom. Specifically, we will consider 1) what it means to be a free political actor, 2) 
whether freedom is the highest political good, 3), whether, and how, freedom is compatible 
with other values, such as equality and justice, and 4) how different forms of  government 
and political structures contribute to, or detract from, attempts to increase freedom. We will 
also consider the consequences of  a normative commitment to freedom and question, in the 
words of  Saba Mahmood, “the ways in which these liberal presuppositions [of  freedom and 
autonomy] have become naturalized in the scholarship on gender.” 

In order to examine these issues, we will read contemporary works from a range of  genres, 
including fiction and long-form journalism, that explicitly engage the question of  what it 
means to exist on the ‘margins’ of  politics, where freedom seems most tenuous. The first 
part of  the course will focus on recent and influential conceptual understandings of  
freedom. The second part will consider freedom of  place and movement - what I have called 
geographies of  freedom: what does freedom look like, and how does it work, when 
theorized in marginalized spaces, such as indigenous territories, the Global South, or the 
prison system? The third and final part of  the course will consider the relationship between 
freedom and embodiment, focusing on feminist disability studies, reproductive politics, and 
sex work. 
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The course is intended for students who have completed some prior class work in gender 
and sexuality studies, philosophy, or political science, but all interested students are welcome. 

Reading schedule 
For meetings with multiple texts, please read them in the order listed. 

I. CONCEPTS OF FREEDOM 

Week 1   INTRODUCTION: FREEDOM AND PLURALITY 
Thursday, 8/24          Sandra Bartky, “Toward a Phenomenology of  Feminist    

Consciousness,” Social Theory and Practice 3.4 (1975): 425-439*  

   The Combahee River Collective Statement (1977) 

Week 2   AGENCY AND LIBERALISM 
Tuesday, 8/29  Sharon Krause, Freedom Beyond Sovereignty: Reconstructing Liberal   
   Individualism, chapters 1-3 

Thursday, 8/31 No class - APSA conference 

Week 3   AGENCY AND INTERSECTIONALITY  
Tuesday, 9/5  Krause, Freedom Beyond Sovereignty, chapters 4 and 5 
  
Thursday, 9/7   Kimberlé Crenshaw, “Demarginalizing the Intersection of  Race and   
   Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of  Antidiscrimination Doctrine,    
   Feminist Theory, and Antiracist Politics,” University of  Chicago Legal   
   Forum 140 (1989): 139-167* 

   Jennifer C. Nash, “Institutionalizing the Margins,” Social Text 118   
   (2014): 45-65* 

Week 4   BLACK FEMINIST APPROACHES  
Tuesday, 9/12  Audre Lorde, Sister Outsider, selections (“Sexism: An American Disease   
   in Blackface,” “The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s   
   House,” “Age, Race, Class, and Sex: Women Redefining Difference,”   
   and “The Uses of  Anger: Women Responding to Racism”)* 

Thursday, 9/14 bell hooks, Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center, selections (“Black   
   Women: Shaping Feminist Theory,” “Feminism: A Movement to End   
   Sexist Oppression,” “The Significance of  Feminist Movement,” and   
   “Sisterhood: Political Solidarity Among Women”)* 

 3

http://circuitous.org/scraps/combahee.html


   Kristie Dotson, “Black Feminist Me: Answering the Question ‘Who   
   Do I Think I Am,’” Diogenes 59 (2012): 82-95* 

Week 5   QUEERING FREEDOM    
Tuesday, 9/19  Dean Spade, Normal Life: Administrative Violence, Critical Trans Politics, and 
   the Limits of  Law, preface, introduction, and chapters 1-3 

Thursday, 9/21 Spade, Normal Life, chapters 4 and 5, conclusions, and afterword 

Week 6   POSTMODERN APPROACHES 
Tuesday, 9/26  Judith Butler, “Subjects of  Sex/Gender/Desire,” chapter 1 in Gender   
   Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of  Identity, pp. 3-44*  

Thursday, 9/28 Linda Zerilli, “Introduction: Why Feminism and Freedom Both Begin   
   with the Letter F” and “Feminists Know Not What They Do: Judith   
   Butler’s Gender Trouble and the Limits of  Epistemology,” in Feminism and 
   the Abyss of  Freedom, pp. 1-66* 

II. GEOGRAPHIES OF FREEDOM 

Week 7   ANTI/POSTCOLONIAL AND TRANSNATIONAL FEMINISM  
Tuesday, 10/3  Peer review workshop - midterm paper outline due! 

   Chandra Talpade Mohanty, “Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship 
   and Colonial Discourses,” boundary 2 12/13 (1984): 333-358* 

Thursday, 10/5 Uma Narayan, “Contesting Cultures: ‘Westernization,’ Respect for   
   Cultures, and Third-World Feminists,” in Dislocating Cultures: Identities,   
   Traditions and Third-World Feminism, pp. 1-39* 

Week 8   FEMINISM AND INDIGENOUS POLITICS 
Tuesday, 10/10 Midterm due! 

   Devon Abbott Mihesuah, “A Few Cautions at the Millennium on the   
   Merging of  Feminist Studies with American Indian Women’s Studies,”   
   Signs 25.4 (2000): 1247-1251* 

   Maile Arvin, Eve Tuck, and Angie Morrill, “Decolonizing Feminism:   
   Challenging Connections between Settler Colonialism and    
   Heteropatriarchy,” Feminist Formations 25.1 (2013): 8-34* 
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   Laura Tohe, “There is No Word for Feminism in My Language,”   
   Wicazo Sa Review 15.2 (2000): 103-110* 

Thursday, 10/12 Fall break 

Week 9   THE WORKPLACE 
Tuesday, 10/17 Kathi Weeks, The Problem with Work: Feminism, Marxism, Antiwork Politics, 
   and Postwork Imaginaries, introduction and chapter 3 

Thursday, 10/19 Weeks, The Problem with Work, chapters 4 and 5 

Week 10  THE CARCERAL STATE  
Tuesday, 10/24 The Sentencing Project fact sheet, Incarcerated Women and Girls 

   Angela Davis, “How Gender Structures the Prison System,” chapter 4   
   in Are Prisons Obsolete?, pp. 60-83* 

   Dorothy Roberts, Killing the Black Body: Race, Reproduction, and the Meaning 
   of  Liberty, chapter 4, pp. 150-201* 

Thursday, 10/26 with guest Professor Lisa Guenther (Vanderbilt Department of  Philosophy) 
    
   Amnesty International, “Criminalizing Pregnancy: Policing Pregnant   
   Women Who Use Drugs in the USA,” pp. 7-11, 27-35, 65-67* 

   Lisa Guenther, “Life Behind Bars: The Eugenic Structure of  Mass   
   Incarceration,” in Feminist Philosophies of  Life, eds. Hasana Sharp and   
   Chloë Taylor, pp. 217-238* 

Week 11  CONTESTING FREEDOM IN RELIGIOUS SPACES   
Tuesday, 10/31 Saba Mahmood, Politics of  Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject, 
   original preface, chapters 1 and 2  

Thursday, 11/2 Mahmood, Politics of  Piety, chapter 5 and epilogue 

III. EMBODIED FREEDOM 

Week 12  THE BODY POLITIC 
Tuesday, 11/7  Margaret Atwood, A Handmaid’s Tale, chapters I-IX 

Thursday, 11/9 Atwood, A Handmaid’s Tale, chapters X-XV and historical notes 

 5

http://www.sentencingproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Incarcerated-Women-and-Girls.pdf


Week 13  SEX WORK (PROSTITUTION) 
Tuesday, 11/14 Debra Satz, “Markets In Women’s Sexual Labor,” Ethics 106.1 (1995):   
   63-85* 

   Elizabeth Bernstein, “What’s Wrong with Prostitution? What’s Right   
   with Sex Work? Comparing Markets in Female Sexual Labor,” Hastings   
   Women’s Law Journal 10 (1999): 91-117* 

Thursday, 11/16 Julia O’Connell Davidson, “The Rights and Wrongs of  Prostitution,”   
   Hypatia 17.2 (2002), 84-98* 

   Carisa Showden, “Working It: Prostitution and the Social Construction   
   of  Sexual Desire,” in Choices Women Make: Agency in Domestic Violence,   
   Assisted Reproduction, and  Sex Work, pp. 135-184* 

Week 14 
Tuesday, 11/21 Thanksgiving break 

Thursday, 11/23  Thanksgiving break 

Week 15  FEMINIST DISABILITY STUDIES  
Tuesday, 11/28 Douglas Baynton, “Disability and the Justification of  Inequality in   
   American History,” in The New Disability History: American Perspectives,   
   eds. Paul K. Longmore and Lauri Umansky, pp. 33-57* 

   Susan Wendell, “Toward a Feminist Theory of  Disability,” Hypatia 4.2   
   (1989): 104-124* 

Thursday, 11/30 Alison Kafer, “Debating Feminist Futures: Slippery Slopes, Cultural   
   Anxiety, and the Case of  the Deaf  Lesbians,” in Feminist, Queer, Crip,   
   pp. 69-85* 
    

Week 16   REPRODUCTIVE LABOR (SURROGACY) 
Tuesday, 12/5  Peer review workshop - final paper outline due! 

   Anne Phillips, “Bodies for Rent? The Case for Commercial Surrogacy,” 
   chapter 3 in Our Bodies, Whose Property?* 
    
Thursday, 12/7 Sophie Lewis, “Gestational Labors: Care Politics and Surrogates’   
   Struggle,” in Intimate Economies: Bodies, Emotions, and Sexualities on the   
   Global Market, eds. Susanne Hofmann and Adi Moreno, pp. 187-212* 
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Exam week  Final paper due (exact date TBA) 

Required texts 
Margaret Atwood, A Handmaid’s Tale (978-0385490818) 
Sharon Krause, Freedom Beyond Sovereignty: Reconstructing Liberal Individualism (978-0226234694) 
Saba Mahmood, Politics of  Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject (978-0691149806) 
Dean Spade, Normal Life: Administrative Violence, Critical Trans Politics, and the Limits of  Law   
(978-0822360407) 
Kathi Weeks, The Problem with Work: Feminism, Marxism, Antiwork Politics, and Postwork    
Imaginaries (978-0822351122) 

If  you’re buying the texts for the first time, please use the listed editions. (If  you already own 
a different edition, that’s fine - just make sure it includes all of  our reading!) There are used 
copies available online for considerably less than market price - try Bookfinder. All required 
books will also be on reserve with the library. Readings marked with an asterisk will be 
available via the course site. 

Course requirements 
Attendance and participation (16 points): Regular attendance is expected, barring illness, as is 
your contribution to discussion. There are many ways to participate, from offering your own 
thoughts, to asking your classmates to expand on or clarify points they have made, to 
speaking with me in office hours. Your discussion forum post should help provide food for 
thought in preparing for class! 

Weekly responses (22 points): Everyone is responsible for posting weekly comments (about 
200-250 words) to the course’s online discussion forum, for a total of  12 posts over the 
semester. These are to be posted on the class site’s weekly forum between Thursdays at 11 
am and Tuesdays at 7 am. There is no post due in weeks 1, 8, or 14, and students may skip 
one other week at their own discretion. You may also skip posting the week that you lead 
discussion. A total of  11 posts should be submitted over the semester. Comments should 
reflect reactions, thoughts, questions, or avenues for the discussion that might be taken up in 
class. Avoid summarizing the text(s). 

Presentation (12 points): Depending upon enrollment, one or two students will be 
responsible for introducing the reading for each week and leading discussion for the first 
half  of  class. A handout will be distributed with requirements and guidelines. You do not 
need to post in the forum the week of  your presentation (though you may if  you choose 
to!). 

Midterm outline and paper (20 points): The midterm paper will be due at the beginning of  
class on October 10. You will need to submit a copy to the class site beforehand and hand 
in a hard copy to me. Further details will be given as the assignment approaches. An outline 
will be due in class on one week prior, for a peer review workshop. The outline will 
constitute 5 points toward the paper’s grade. 

 7

https://www.bookfinder.com/


Final outline and paper (30 points): The final paper will be due due during exam week (exact 
date TBA). An outline will be due during the last week of  class, for a peer review workshop 
and is worth 5 points toward the final paper’s grade. 

A two-day extension can be requested for either the midterm or the final paper, as long as it 
is done at least one week in advance of  the regular due date, via email. Late assignments will 
lose one-third of  a letter grade (i.e., an A- becomes a B+) for every day that they are late, 
including weekends, except in cases of  illness or other documented emergencies.  

Assignments not submitted will receive an F. All assignments must be submitted in order to 
pass the course. I reserve the right to alter any reading or writing assignments during the 
semester. 

Academic honesty 
Integrity is essential to all of  the work you do as a college student. I take academic honesty 
very seriously. Anyone found cheating or plagiarizing will automatically fail the related 
assignment(s). All work done is held to the Vanderbilt Honor Code. All issues of  cheating 
and plagiarism will be documented and reported to the Undergraduate Honor Council. The 
best way to avoid any trouble is simply to ask me any questions you have about what does 
and does not constitute plagiarism – it can seem like a very confusing subject, but we can get 
a handle on it rather easily. Please ask me any questions you have as they arise! You can also 
consult the Student Handbook. 

Technology 
Laptops and tablets are permitted for note-taking purposes. 

Discussion and classroom decorum 
It is to be expected that you will encounter a variety of  arguments, opinions, and 
perspectives over the quarter, a number of  which you may disagree with. Polite, reasoned 
disagreement is welcomed - even encouraged! - but please maintain a respectful tone, 
particularly when addressing your colleagues. 

Given some of  the topics we will explore, I cannot provide advanced warning for every 
discussion of  currently recognized triggers such as sexual and physical violence, misogyny, 
racism, and self-harm or suicide. These phenomena, among others, will be referenced in the 
texts we read and discuss. If  you have more questions or concerns about the material, I 
encourage you to meet with me in person or have your advisor contact me on your behalf, if  
you feel comfortable doing so. I will do my best to reasonably accommodate your needs.  

Personal resources 
For students dealing with anxiety, depression, distress, or other concerns, the Psychological 
and Counseling Center (615.322.2571) can offer resources.  
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For students dealing with domestic violence, harassment, stalking, retaliation, or sexual 
violence, resources available through Vanderbilt are listed here. Vanderbilt’s Project SAFE 
also offers a 24 hour hotline (615.322.SAFE (7233)). Be sure to check which services offer 
confidentiality and which do not. Resources outside of  Vanderbilt include the National 
Domestic Violence Hotline (1.800.799.7233) and RAINN’s National Sexual Assault 
Telephone Hotline (1.800.656.HOPE). One option for legal advice is Equal Rights 
Advocates (1.800.839.4ERA). 

As an instructor, one of  my responsibilities is to help sustain a safe learning environment on 
our campus. I also have a mandatory reporting responsibility and am required to share with 
the University information regarding sexual misconduct or information about a crime that is 
related to me. 

Academic resources 
Aside from meeting with me during office hours, please feel free to make use of  the Writing 
Studio.  

Accessibility services 
I am committed to full inclusion of  all students, as is the University. Students should contact 
the Equal Opportunity, Affirmative Action, and Disability Studies Department if  they are 
considering applying for academic accommodations. Please also speak with me if  you have a 
disability or other condition that might require accommodations or modification of  any of  
these course procedures. 

General grading rubric 
A (100-90): demonstrates careful and thorough reading of  the text; answers all parts of  the 
question(s); provides a clearly articulated thesis; outlines the way in which thesis will be 
explicated; defends and supports thesis in the body of  the paper using textual evidence; 
considers counter-arguments, if  appropriate; argues, does not summarize; structurally 
elegant; writing is clear and straightforward. Excellent work. 

B (89-80): demonstrates familiarity with the text, though may rely more on lecture and 
discussion than on own reading, or may demonstrate a cursory reading; provides a solid 
thesis but may not explain how it will be defended, support it thoroughly with textual 
references, or develop arguments as fully as they ought to; may make selective use of  text to 
support claims; structurally, individual points may feel disconnected from one another. 
Writing is clear but with room for improvement. Good, but not excellent, work. 

C (79-70): a weak, if  appropriate or topical, thesis that either does not require a strong 
defense or relate entirely to the original question(s); demonstrates minimal passing 
acquaintance with the material; evidence may be drawn primarily from lecture; substance of  
paper may tend toward summary of  the text rather than critical engagement; does not attend 
to counter-arguments; individual paragraphs may be well-crafted but the paper overall lacks a 
sense of  cohesion and attention to detail. Fair, but not good, work. 
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D (69-60): does not provide a clear thesis; may not respond 
to the question(s); does not support claims with evidence; 
emphasizes opinion or summary over analysis; paper lacks 
structure; does not otherwise demonstrate mastery of  the 
concepts presented and analyzed in class; lack of  
organization makes paper difficult to follow; neglect of  
grammar, style, and writing. 

F (59-0): does not provide a thesis or respond to the 
question(s); may be purely opinion or  summary of  text(s); no 
attempt to convey an interpretation of  the material; lacking 
structure, coherence; no attention paid to grammar, style, and 
writing. 

Presentations 
Requirements 
Presentations should be ten minutes. Reading through your 
material aloud is the best way to estimate the length. You are 
welcome, though not required, to meet with me in advance 
during office hours to discuss your presentation. 
 
You must make a one-page handout for your classmates. The content is up to you - it may 
include an outline of  your argument, questions for discussion, or something else. Avoid 
simply pasting quotations from our readings. It must be sent to me by 10 pm Monday 
evening so I can post it on the class site and make hard copies for class. 

If  you are presenting the same week as a classmate, you must confer to make sure you cover 
different material. You may choose to work together - for instance, each presenting on a 
different chapter from the same work - but you are both required to give a ten-minute 
presentation and produce your own handout. 

General guidelines  
Do not summarize the reading(s): you should assume your audience has read them and is 
familiar with the central claims. Instead, your presentation should engage with the authors’ 
arguments and evidence carefully and fairly. You do not need to try to cover everything 
addressed in the reading(s): you might focus on a few specific passages or a particular theme 
that unites various reading(s).  

The content of  the presentation is up to you. You might begin by evaluating the claims of  
the argument. Are they persuasive? Why or why not? If  the argument is confusing or 
problematic, try to convey where and how things go awry. Do any arguments seem 
particularly insightful? If  the readings connect to others we have done, you might consider 
introducing that connection and how it affects our understanding of  the respective texts. (It 
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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



is best to avoid referring heavily to texts we have not read in the class.) Do you see 
connections to “real world” events worth exploring? 

Please raise some questions for discussion and be prepared to help lead discussion for the 
rest of  the class session. Discussion questions should be open-ended and thought provoking. 
They should ask about meaning, concepts, validity of  claims, persuasiveness and the like. 
They probably do not have a “right” answer but rather invite people to respond in a number 
of  different ways that the person asking the question does not necessarily anticipate. If  no 
one speaks up after you pose a questions, it is fine to let us sit silently for a few moments. 
Answering your own questions will only ensure that everyone stays quiet! 

Power Point and the whiteboard/chalkboard are at your disposal, though it is not required 
that you use them. Nor do you need to memorize your presentation; working from notes is 
absolutely fine. 
 
Evaluation of  your presentation  
Your presentation will be evaluated according to the following criteria:  
1. adherence to the 10 minute time limit - avoid going over or under 
2. the quality of  the handout and its integration into your presentation 
3. the clarity of  your discussion and the effectiveness with which you communicate your 

ideas: is your presentation easy to follow? could, for example, your audience easily 
summarize your main points? 

4. the content of  your presentation: does it reveal a critical engagement with the materials? 
does it fall into the “book report” trap (summarizing instead of  critiquing)? 

Some suggestions for studying political theory 
No highlighters. Mark up your books, but use a pen or pencil instead of  a highlighter so 
you can jot down notes in the margins or on sticky notes; underline key passages; and 
summarize arguments in your own words. Use page flags to make finding important, 
confusing or interesting passages easy. If  you find an idea recurring through a text that 
seems important, keep track of  the page numbers by creating your own “index,” on a blank 
page in the book or in your notes. Write a keyword or phrase at the top of  the page every so 
often that will remind you of  what’s happening in the text below and allow you to find 
specific passages more easily during discussion. 

Read slowly! These texts cannot be skimmed or breezed through if  you really want to 
understand them. They will likely take longer to read and digest than more expository texts, 
like textbooks, or something you might read for pleasure outside of  class. Be sure to give 
yourself  adequate time. Do not feel compelled to read all of  the assigned reading in one 
sitting – break it up into manageable chunks and give yourself  (for example) an hour to work 
through a fifteen to twenty page section. The only way to read poorly is to read too quickly. 

Take notes. After every reading assignment write down its main argument, its strengths and 
its weaknesses. Note what its “big idea” or concept is. Taking notes will help you understand 
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a text, especially difficult ones, and make it easier to return to a work later. Writing down 
questions that arise as you’re reading can be especially helpful. If  you can include page 
numbers, do so. 

Think big! These texts ask the big questions in order to get a grip on the big picture: are 
politics and morality incompatible? Why have societies premised on the equality of  human 
beings produced so much inequality? How can we attain knowledge and how will we know if  
our knowledge is correct? And so on. Your goal in reading these works is to ask and answer 
these questions as well, using the texts to help you. Ask yourself  what question the author is 
trying to answer and how they are setting about doing so. 

Context matters. Who was originally intended to read this work? Do you know anything 
about its reception? Does the context in which the work was created have any obvious 
effects on its content? What assumptions, beliefs, and claims underlie it? Why (and how) do 
we still read it today?  

Discuss the texts with others! You will be surprised at the many different interpretations 
your fellow students will have of  the same text. Your understanding of  the text – even a text 
you think you fully understand – will be greatly improved by talking over these 
interpretations. Use class time, study groups, forums on the class site, and email to discuss 
the texts.  

Comprehension must come before critique. You need to understand an argument before 
critiquing it. Even if  you do ultimately reject an argument, can you think of  who might find 
it persuasive and why? On what grounds do you reject it? 

Ask your questions. If  you don’t understand a passage or even the main argument of  a 
text, don’t sit in silence. Ask about it in class. Chances are other students have the same 
question – or they might have an answer. If  you understand a text but have a question about 
its larger historical, political, or social significance, ask that, too. Asking questions always 
provokes discussion about a text, and therefore helps you understand.  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