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POINT/COUNTERPOINT: 
CONTEMPORARY FEMINIST DEBATES

GWSS 3004W/V

Fall 2007
Wednesdays 6:20-8:50
Blog Address: http://blog.lib.umn.edu/puot0002/gwss3004/

Instructor: Dr. Sara L. Puotinen	

Office Hours: By appointment    
Office Location: FORD 
Email: puot0002@umn.edu  

Course Description:

I approach feminism with the presumption that no undisputed premises 
are to be agreed upon in the global context. And so, for practical and 
political reasons, there is no value to be derived in silencing disputes. The 
questions are: how best to have them, how most productively to stage 
them, and how to act in ways that acknowledge the irreversible complexity 
of who we are?
           Judith Butler, “The End of Sexual Difference?”

Fundamentally, American feminism is a movement of difference, dissensus and, as 
Judith Butler suggests, irreversible complexity. Debates over who counts as a feminist 
and what the feminist agenda should be have existed since the beginning of modern 
American feminism in the late nineteenth century. Far from weakening the movement, 
public and private debates among feminists about feminism and its goals have helped to 
energize the movement and to ensure that it is democratic. 

Taking as our premise that debate is essential for the success of feminism as a 
democratic movement (or collection of movements), the goal of this course is to explore 
how feminists have energized their theoretical/political projects through an engagement 
with each other’s differences and through productive debates on key issues within the 
movement. 

We will begin by briefly exploring feminism and its multiple histories, focusing 
particularly on the history of feminist “waves” and the conflicts that exist between 
second and third wave feminists and between those who do and do not subscribe to the 
feminist “wave” model. The remainder of the course will be devoted to an in-depth 
exploration of three key issues/topics within feminism: (1) Reproductive Rights, (2) 
Work and (3) Family Values. 

Some questions that we will explore this semester include:
1. Who is a feminist?
2. Do we need one, cohesive definition of the feminist movement?
3. Is affirmative action still necessary?
4. Can feminists marry? Is marriage an institutions worth promoting or saving?
5. What is the meaning of “choice” in pro-choice?
6. Should feminists vote for Hilary Clinton because she is a woman?
7. What kind of equality should feminists be working for?
8. Are feminist values family values?
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Goals for this Course: 

To explore the value of debate within feminism.

To trace the ways in which a diversity of opinions and agendas has been present within 
feminism since the beginning of modern feminism.

To learn various strategies for how best to have debates effectively and responsibly. 

To engage in an exploration of several contentious issues within feminism. 

To develop a sense of community in which we all can critically explore a wide range of 
perspectives in respectful and productive ways.

Course Expectations:

Attend Class Regularly. You are allowed to have one unexcused absence during this 
semester. You are responsible for contacting other students to get any notes, handouts or  
information on assignments that you might have missed. 

Let me know if you have any problems. If at any point throughout the semester you have 
questions or concerns about this course, please know that you are more than welcome to 
make an appointment to meet with me. If you would like to meet to discuss a grade that 
you received, please email me with your questions or concerns and return your graded 
assignment to me at least one day in advance of our meeting. This will enable me to give 
you the best possible feedback.

Be an active participant in the class. Remember that everyone helps to shape the class. 
Your participation does make a difference. To that end, you are responsible for coming to 
class fully prepared (with fully read texts in hand), actively and respectfully contributing 
to discussions, asking questions when you don’t understand the material and giving 
feedback to the instructor on what is working and not working in the class. 

Other Important Information:

Academic Dishonesty
This includes cheating on assignments, plagiarizing (misrepresenting as your own work 
any work that has been written by another author), and submitting the same paper or 
substantially similar paper to meet the requirements of more than one course without 
the approval of all the instructors concerned.  The instructor will report such dishonesty.   
It is grounds for failure in the course.

Disability Services
Students with disabilities who require accommodations in meeting course requirements 
should meet with me as early as possible in the term.  Class materials, including this 
syllabus, can be made available in alternative formats upon request.  It is your 
responsibility to provide documentation from Disability Services to receive 
accommodations.

Non-native English Speakers and Writers
If you need some extra assistance with the reading and writing assignments, please 
contact me early in the term.

U of M Harassment Policy 
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The University of Minnesota is committed to the policy that all persons shall have equal 
access to its programs, facilities, and employment without regard to race, color, creed, 
religion, national origin, sex, age, marital status, disability, public assistance status, 
veteran status, or sexual orientation.  For further information, call the University Office 
of Equal Opportunity and Affirmative Action, 418 Morrill Hall, 624-9547.

Grade Breakdown:

Reflection paper          15%
Position paper           20%
Revised paper           15%
Small group work         15%
Roundtable Presentation         20%
Attendance and Participation         15%
Note: There will be no final exam

Paper #1: Critical Reflection Paper       15%
In this 4-5 page paper, you should develop a working definition of feminism and then 
discuss whether or not feminism is still important/relevant. In your discussion, make 
sure to defend your points with specific examples. A more detailed handout on this 
assignment will be distributed and discussed on 9/12. 
DUE: 9/26

Paper #2: Position Paper        20%
In this 4-5 page paper, you should pick a position on one of contentious issues related to 
reproductive rights/choice, work/equality or family values/patriarchy. In addition to 
clearly and persuasively presenting your position, you must provide an effective account 
of the issue (what the issue is, why it is contentious among feminists). Please note that 
your paper may not be on the same topic as your roundtable presentation. So, for 
example, if you are giving your roundtable presentation on some topic related to the 
issue of reproductive rights, you may NOT write your position paper on reproductive 
rights. 
DUE: Either 10/24, 11/14 or 12/12

Revision Paper          15%
In this 5-7 page paper, you should do a substantial revision of your first paper on 
feminism and whether or not it is necessary. Taking into consideration my comments on 
your first draft and our discussion of feminism (its histories, key issues, debates), this 
paper should reflect a more informed vision of feminism and its importance (or lack of 
importance).
DUE: 11/28

Small Group Work         15%
We will frequently rely on small groups in order to ensure that everyone has a chance to 
weigh in on the issues that we are discussing. Throughout the semester, you and your 
small group will be given various in-class assignments (discussion questions, group 
written/oral responses to a controversial issue, worksheets, etc.). Additionally, on several  
occasions you will be required to post the outcome of your small group discussions on 
our class blog. We will be discuss small group work in more detail when the small groups 
are formed in the second week of class. 

Roundtable Discussion Presentation       20%
You and 2-3 other class members are required to further research and develop a 
roundtable discussion on a controversial issue related to reproductive rights, work or 
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family values. Your group will be responsible for a 20 minute formal presentation in 
which you critically explore the multiple sides to the issue. You will also be responsible 
for posing several thought-provoking questions to the class and then leading a 20 minute 
discussion. Your grade will primarily be based on your oral presentation, but will also be 
based on a 1 page summary of your particular position. A more detailed handout will be 
distributed and discussed on 10/3. 

Attendance and Participation        15%
You are required to attend class regularly and contribute to class discussions. More 
than one unexcused absence will lower your class participation grade. For 
each class, you must be prepared, with fully read text in hand.  Included in this grade are 
any in-class assignments (such as free-writing assignments, quizzes, film worksheets). 

CLA Grading Criteria:

The University mandated “+” and “-” grading symbols will be used with the A-F grading 
system.

A    achievement outstanding relative to the level necessary to meet course requirements
B  achievement significantly above that level necessary to meet course requirements
C  achievement meeting the basic course requirements in every respect
D  achievement worthy of credit even though it does not meet the basic requirements
F  performance failing to meet the basic course requirements
S  equivalent to a grade of C or better

Course Readings:

hooks, bell. Feminism is For Everybody (FIFE)*
Henry, Astrid. Not My Mother’s Sister (NMMS)*
Course Packet (CP)**

*Textbooks are available from Amazon Feminist Bookstore. See handout for details.
**The Course Packet will be available the second week of class at Paradigm Copies in the 
Dinkydome.
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Course Schedule: (subject to change)

September

5 Introduction to class; distribute syllabus

FEMINISMS AND ITS HISTORIES

12 What is Feminism and why is it important?

READING: 
a. hooks, bell. Skim the entire book read the Introduction and Chapters 1, 2, 3, 4, 10 and 
19 closely and carefully (FIFE)

Distribute and discuss reflection paper assignment

19 Generational conflicts within Feminism

READING: 
a. Henry, Astrid. “Introduction” 1-15, “Daughterhood is Powerful” 16-51, and “Finding 
Ourselves in the Past” 52-87 (NMMS)
b. Allen, Paula Gunn. “Who is Your Mother? Red Roots of White Feminism” (CP) 

26 What does it mean to be a “real” Feminist?

READING: 
a. Henry, Astrid. “To Be, or Not to Be, Real” 148-180 and “Afterword” 181-183 (NMMS)
b. Walker, Rebecca. “On Being Real” (CP)
c. Truth, Sojourner. “Ain’t I A Woman?” (handout)
d. Combahee River Collective. “Black Feminist Statement” (CP)

ASSIGNMENT: Your reflection paper on feminism is due today. 

CONTENTIOUS ISSUES WITHIN FEMINISMS

October

3 What is feminist debate? How can we practice it effectively and 
responsibly?

Distribute and discuss handout on Roundtable Discussion Presentation. You must sign 
up with your group today. 

10 Reproductive Rights: Some Historical Background

READING:
a. Sanger, Margaret. “Birth Control—A Parents’ Problem or Woman’s? from Women and 
the New Race” (CP)
b. Roberts, Dorothy. “The Dark Side of Birth Control” (CP)
c. Schoen, Johanna. Excerpt from “Teaching Birth Control on Tobacco Road…” (CP)

ASSIGNMENT:
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For more background information on reproductive rights, check out NOW http://
www.now.org/issues/abortion/index.html and NARAL www.naral.org

17 Reproductive Rights: What is choice? Who gets to choose? What 
choices?

READING:
a. Roberts, Dorothy. “The Meaning of Liberty” (CP)
b. Ross, Loretta J. “The Color of Choice” (CP)
c. Crews, Allison. “And So I Chose” (CP)
d. Sayce, Liz and Rachel Perkins. “They should not breed: Feminism, disability and 
reproductive rights” (CP)

24 Reproductive Rights: Roundtable Discussions

ASSIGNMENT:
If you have chosen to write your position paper on Reproductive Rights and Choice, it is 
due today. 

31 Work: Does Work and Career = Freedom and Empowerment?

READING:
a. Friedan, Betty. “The Problem That Has No Name” (CP)
c. hooks, bell. “Women at Work” 48-54  (FIFE)
d. Vavrus. “Opting Out Moms” (CP)
e. Collins, Patricia Hill. “Work, Family, and Black Women’s Oppression” (CP)
f. Flanagan, Caitlin. “How Serfdom Saved the Women’s Movement” (TBA)

November

7  Work: Equality and the Value of Affirmative Action

READING:
a. Williams, Patricia. “The Emperor’s New Clothes” (CP)
b. Wise, Tim. “Is Sisterhood Conditional? White Women and the Rollback of Affirmative 
Action (TBA)
c. AHA Roundtable. “The Past, Present and Future of Affirmative Action” (TBA)

14 Work: Roundtable Discussions

ASSIGNMENT: 
If you have chosen to write your position paper on Work and Equality, it is due today. 

21 NO CLASS   
Happy Thanksgiving

28 Family Values: Who (and what) gets valued? The devaluing of
birth mothers, single mothers and welfare mothers

READING:
a. Cornell, Drucilla. “Adoption and its Progeny: Rethinking Family Law, Gender, and 
Sexual Difference” (CP)
b. Fessler, Ann. “The Family’s Fears” and “Birth and Surrender” (CP)
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c. Nolan, Monica. “Mother Inferior: How Hollywood Keeps Single Moms in Their 
Place” (CP)
d. Wink, Gwendolyn. “Aren’t poor single mothers women? Feminists, Welfare Reform 
and Welfare Justice” (TBA)

ASSIGNMENT:
The revised version of your feminism paper is due today. 

December

5 Family Values, Kinship and Marriage: Is the Family a 
patriarchal institution? (How) can we reform it?

  
READING:
a. Ehrensaft, Diane. “When Women and Men Mother” (CP)
c. Gelder, Lindsy Van. “A Lesbian Family” (CP)
d. Ferguson, Ann. “Gay Marriage: An American and Feminist Dilemma” (CP)
e. Miya-Jervis, Lisa. “Who Wants to Marry a Feminist?” (CP)

12 Family Values: Roundtable Discussions

ASSIGNMENT:
If you have chosen to write your position paper on Family Values and the patriarchy, it is 
due today. 
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