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POLI 615: Feminist Theories (Winter 2021) 

 
McGill University is on the traditional territory of the Anishinaabeg and Haudenosaunee Nations 
and a place which has long served as a site of meeting and exchange amongst various Indigenous 

nations. 
 

Instructor: Dr. Kelly Gordon 
Email: kelly.gordon2@mcgill.ca 
Class time: Mondays, 8:30-10:30  
Office hour sign-up sheet: Tuesdays from 11 am - 12 pm, or by appointment   

 Link for office hours sign-up sheet (you must be signed up to meet with the instructor): 
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1DSocq81jCcbDc1YCBZvb9nytKM54b0rfmJeoiK8
-3Yc/edit?usp=sharing 

 Zoom link for office hours: https://mcgill.zoom.us/j/724711662 
 
Thematic Description and Course Objectives 
This seminar approaches feminist theory as a series of political questions. What is a woman? What is 
gender? Who can theorize feminism? And what key issues and debates have shaped feminist thought 
and struggle over time?  
 
We will seek to answer these questions in two parts. The first part of the course examines a variety 
of foundational feminist thinkers and texts and outlines the historical and conceptual evolution of 
feminist theory. The second part of the course takes a contemporary turn and centers on more 
recent interventions in feminist thought and politics. Students should complete this course with a 
firm grasp on the key concepts and normative and theoretical debates in feminist theories.    
 
A Note on Remote Delivery 
This seminar will be held over Zoom, which means reimagining the traditional university classroom 
– something that requires collective patience, imagination, and engagement with new forms of 
communication. One major hurdle of not being able to meet in person and connect is that people 
feel isolated and disengaged, which makes it more difficult to cultivate a sense of community. While 
this course will not be the same as it would be “IRL” (in real life), I will do my very best to create an 
online class community and provide some flexibility for folks during this difficult time. I encourage 
students to sign up for virtual office hours with me to introduce yourselves and get to know each 
other.  
 
Every Monday, we will hold a 1.5 hour fixed zoom session (taking a 10 minute break at the 45 
minute mark). Zoom sessions will be recorded and made available for students who may have 
missed seminar. In the unideal case that you cannot attend seminar, you can submit a written 
reaction to the recorded class discussion. This response should be 300-500 words and emailed to the 
professor within seven days following the session.  
 
In addition to these fixed zoom sessions, every other week I will be holding “POLI 615 coffee 
hour” on Thursdays from 11-11:50 am. Attendance is not mandatory, but it will provide a more 
informal space to discuss course material in a smaller group setting. More details will be provided 
during the first week of class. 
 

mailto:kelly.gordon2@mcgill.ca
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1DSocq81jCcbDc1YCBZvb9nytKM54b0rfmJeoiK8-3Yc/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1DSocq81jCcbDc1YCBZvb9nytKM54b0rfmJeoiK8-3Yc/edit?usp=sharing
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Required Texts 
All of the articles for the first half of the course (from weeks 1-6) will be made available to students 
on MyCourses.  
 
The books assigned from weeks 7-12 can all be accessed through McGill’s library or purchased 
through their publishers or elsewhere online. BUT if you are located in Montreal, I strongly 
encourage you to throw on a mask, support local business, and buy your books at Librairie 
anarchiste L’Insoumise (located at 2033 St-Laurent). I have pre-arranged with L’Insoumise and they 
will have copies of all the assigned books on hand and will be selling them at a reduced mark-up.  
 
A heads-up, like any good anarchist bookstore L’Insoumise only accepts cash (but there is an ATM 
nearby!).  
 
If for any reason you are having problems accessing any of the course materials, please let me know 
as soon as possible and I will do my best to find you access to the materials.  
 
Assignments and Grading (detailed discussion below) 
 

 Ad hoc weekly participation  10% 

 Tour de table interventions  10% 

 Presentation    20% 

 Critical summaries (X4)  25% 

 Final paper    35% 
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CLASS SCHEDULE 

Week/Topics Date Assignments and/or Readings  

Week 1: 
Introduction: What is 
feminist theory? 

J. 4 
 
 
 

Rosalind Delmar, “What is Feminism” 
 
Sarah Ahmed, “Whose counting?” 

I. FEMINIST FOUNDATIONS 

Week 2 
Being/becoming a 
woman  

J. 11 
 
 
 
 
 

Mary Wollstonecraft, A Vindication for the Rights of Man 

 Dedicatory letter  

 Introduction, 

 Chapters 1-4 
 

Simone DeBeauvoir, The Second Sex 

 Introduction 

 Volume 1, Part I 

Week 3 
Intersection theory 
 

J. 18 
 
 
 

Kimberlé Crenshaw, "Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race 
and Sex"  
 
Ange-Marie Hancock, "When Multiplication Doesn't Equal 
Quick Addition: Examining Intersectionality as a Research 
Paradigm"  
 
Leslie McCall, "The Complexity of Intersectionality" 
  
Sirma Bilge, “The fungibility of intersectionality: An 
Afropessimist reading” 
 
Rita Kaur Dhamoon, “Considerations on Mainstreaming 
Intersectionality” 

Week 4: 
Feminist Empiricism 
and Standpoint 
Theory 

J. 25 
 
 
 
 

Young, Iris Marion, “Throwing Like a Girl” 
 
Patricia Hill Collins, "The Politics of Black Feminist Thought"  
 
Joan Scott, "The Evidence of Experience"  
 
Elizabeth Anderson, "Feminist Epistemology: An 
Interpretation and a Defense"  
 
Alison Wylie, "Standpoint Matters" 
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Week 5: The 
Problem of Speaking 
for Others 

F. 1 Linda Alcoff, "The Problem of Speaking for Others"  
 
Ann DuCille, "The Occult of True Black Womanhood"  
 
Chandra Mohanty, "Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship 
and Colonial Discourses"  
 
Eva Feder Kittay, “Forever Small: The Strange Case of Ashley 
X” 

Week 6:  
Naturalism, 
essentialism, and 
social construction: 
sex, gender, 
performativity, 
subjectivity, and 
identity 

F. 8 
 

Judith Butler, “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An 
Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory”  
 
Moya Loyd, Judith Butler: From Norms to Politics, pages 1-48.  
 
Candace West and Don Zimmerman, “Doing Gender” 
 
Gina Starblanket, “Transforming the Gender Divide? 

Deconstructing Femininity and Masculinity in Indigenous 
Politics”   

II. CONTEMPORARY FEMINIST INTERVENTIONS 

Week 7 
 

F. 15 Kate Mann, Down Girl: The Logic of Misogyny 

 Focus on: Preface, Introduction, Chapters 1, 2, 3, 7, and 
Conclusion 

Week 8 
 

F. 22 
 

Wendy Brown, States of Injury: Power and Freedom in Late Modernity  

READING BREAK 

Week 9 
 

M. 8 
 

Sara Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion 

 Focus on: Introduction, Chapters 1, 2, 7, 8, Conclusion 

Week 10 M. 
15 
 

Leanne Simpson, As We have Always Done: Indigenous Freedom 
through Radical Resistance 

 Focus on: Introduction, Chapters 1-3, 6-8, 11-12, 
Conclusion   

Week 11 
 

M. 
22 
 

Jennifer Nash, Black Feminism Reimagined: After Intersectionality  

Week 12 
 

A. 5 
 

Saidiya Hartman, Wayward Lives, Beautiful Experiments 

Week 13 
 

A. 12 
 
 

Student choice 
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Assignments and Grading 

 
I – Ad hoc weekly participation (10%) and “tour de (virtual) table” (10%) 
Active participation is central in ensuring students understand and retain knowledge. Students will 
therefore be expected to regularly and thoughtfully participate in class – identifying key themes and 
issues and asking and answering questions from colleagues and the professor. 
 
In order to facilitate participation, each seminar discussion will begin with a “tour de (virtual) table” 
where every student is expected to contribute and reflect on what struck them with the week’s 
readings (in 2-4 minutes). You can prepare these comments beforehand and/or respond to the 
insights raised by others. The tour de table counts towards 10% of your final participation grade; the 
remaining 10% will be based on your ad hoc participation in the remainder of seminar time.  
 
Grades will be determined based on the following criteria: 

 The student has consistently attended and voluntarily participated in class discussion  

 The student has enhanced the learning environment by participating respectfully in 
discussions with her/his colleagues 

 The student has demonstrated significant preparation for the class (able to 
consistently answer directed questions about the readings) 

 
Each student had one “freebie” excused absence (in other words, you can be absent for one week 
with no consequences and no questions asked). In the unideal case that you miss more than one 
seminar, you can submit a written reaction to the recorded class discussion to make up for your 
missed participation. This response should be 300-500 words and emailed to the professor within 
seven days following the session.  
 
II. Presentation (20%) 
Every student will start one of the classes with a teaching presentation. Student presentations should 
be no more than 15 minutes (cut off at 20 minutes) and should elaborate on one central aspect of 
the day’s readings. Your presentation should identify and highlight key themes, arguments, and 
tensions within the readings. Do not try to be comprehensive, but rather present a coherent, focused 
analysis of what interests or compels you about the readings. Additionally, students should offer a 
few detailed questions (not more than 3) to spark discussions for the rest of the class.  
 
III. Critical analysis paper (25%) 
Students will submit four 2-3 page (single spaced) critical analysis papers throughout the 
semester. This short paper will identify a key argument or point of contention among the readings 
for the week and provide a critical evaluation of it. More details will be given about this assignment 
in class.  

 
IV. Research Paper (35%) 
The term paper answers a question related to course themes and readings (maximum 7,000 words, 
references/footnotes included). Students should meet with me to formulate their own paper topics 
prior to March 15th. The final draft of the research paper is due on April 20th by 4 pm (if you are 
TAing this semester you have an automatic two week extension) Papers will lose 1/3 of a letter 
grade per day late.  
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Other things to note: 
 
A Note on Triggers: 
In this course we will be reading materials and having ongoing, detailed, and in-depth discussions 
about gender, feminism, and gendered violence in its myriad forms. As an instructor, I seek to create 
a space where we can work through these issues and the way they touch our lives in an open, 
supportive, and respectful environment.   
 
Triggers are insidious, unpredictable, amorphous and vary in intensity. I both urge and support 
strategies of self-care that emerge in the moment (e.g. checking out, taking breaks) and that you 
cultivate, or have already cultivated, over time (e.g. after a tough reading you might go for a walk, 
call your mom, make a nourishing meal, snuggle with your pets or loved one(s), watch Netflix). If 
you are concerned that one of the weekly topics or readings will be particularly destabilizing to you, 
or if you want me to flag particular topics for you, please come talk to me so we can make 
alternative arrangements. Do not hesitate to email me to further discuss this with me.   
 
Copyright of Lectures Statement 
All slides, video recordings, lecture notes, etc. remain the instructor’s intellectual property. As such, 
you may use these only for your own learning (and research, with proper referencing/citation) ends. 
You are not permitted to disseminate or share these materials; doing so may violate the instructor’s 
intellectual property rights and could be cause for disciplinary action. 
 
Extraordinary Circumstances Statement 
In the event of extraordinary circumstances beyond the University’s control, the content and/or 
evaluation scheme in this course is subject to change. 
 
Language of Submission: 
In accord with McGill University’s Charter of Students’ Rights, students in this course have the right 
to submit in English or in French any written work to be graded. This does not apply to courses in 
which acquiring proficiency in a language is one of the objectives. 
 
Academic Integrity: 
McGill University values academic integrity. Therefore, all students must understand the meaning 
and consequences of cheating, plagiarism and other academic offences under the Code of Student 
Conduct and Disciplinary Procedures” (see McGill’s guide to academic honesty for more 
information). 
 

http://www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/honest/

