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FEMINIST POLITICAL THOUGHT IN THE U.S. 
PSC 372, Spring 2022 

 
Dr. John McMahon 

jmcma004@plattsburgh.edu 
Office: Hawkins 149G (inside Political Science suite Hawkins 149, down the hall to the left) 

Class meeting: MWF 10-10.50, Hawkins 232 
Student Hours (Please make an appointment through the link on Moodle) 
 Mondays 3:30-4:30pm, in person 
 Wednesdays 1-1:45pm, in person  
 Thursdays 3-4:45pm, Zoom  
 (email me for other days/times if those listed do not work for you!) 
 
 
About the Course 
Gender plays a role in structuring political ideas and American politics, whether we recognize it or not. To 
examine this notion, this course engages feminist theory and primary sources from feminist movements in 
order to analyze fundamental questions of political life and American history: what is politics? How does 
power operate? What are possibilities for political change? How has gender shaped American social and 
political institutions? 
 
One question motivates our study together: What does it mean to live a feminist political life? This 
interdisciplinary course brings together approaches from Political Science and from Gender and Women’s 
Studies, among others, to explore that question and to analyze the gendered dynamics of politics and political 
thought. We begin by exploring foundational ideas and terms in feminism and feminist thought, including 
gender, the state, and the frameworks of intersectionality and mestiza consciousness emerging from Black 
feminism and Chicana/x and Latina/x feminisms, respectively. These sections provide us the feminist 
conceptual tools to embark upon an analysis of gender, politics, power, and institutions throughout US 
political history. As we turn to the second half of the semester, we work to connect feminist theory to 
feminist political practice as we examine abolitionist and suffragist movements in 19th century America and 
then political manifestos, coalitions, and resistance from different feminisms of the 20th and 21st century US. 
The final section returns us directly to the question of living a feminist political life, which will form the basis 
of the final assignment in the course, in which students will create a feminist political life-themed podcast.  
 
This class will be run as a discussion-based seminar. You are expected to do all of the reading and to come prepared to 
critically discuss and debate them in class—this way, we can learn from each other and collectively explore issues of feminist 
politics. You are to bring the reading(s) to class every day.  
 
Course learning outcomes 
At the end of this course, the student will be able to: 
1. Demonstrate understanding of feminist politics and political thought. 
2. Apply feminist political thought in order to evaluate processes, problems, and questions of American 
political and social history.   
3. Critically reflect on questions and dynamics of gender’s intersection with race, class, sexuality, and nation, 
both historically and in the present. 
4. Synthesize accounts of how political thought reflects concrete conflicts, inequalities, and social movements 
in American society. 
5. Communicate about contentious issues in an informed, responsible, and reflective way, in multiple genres 
and forms. 
 
General Education 
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This course has been approved for the US Identities category of the Cardinal Core Curriculum. This class 
engages the American History knowledge domain, Communication skill, and Social Justice and Responsibility 
perspective. 
 
 
Assignments and Grading 
1. Class citizenship, including attendance: 30% 
2. Analytical writing: 40%   
3. Final podcast project: 25%   
4. Discussion questions: 5% 
Grading: Grades will be assigned in accordance with the SUNY Plattsburgh College Catalog: Superior: A (92.5-
100), A- (90-92.4); Above Average: B + (87.5-89.9), B (82.5-87.4), B- (80-82.4); Average: C+ (77.5-79.9), C (72.5-
77.4), C- (70-72.4); Passing but unsatisfactory: D+ (67.5-69.9), D (60-67.4); Failing: E (0-59.9) 
 
1. Class citizenship (30% of overall grade): I care about whether you come to class and the role you play in 
it; our class will be most rewarding if you attend regularly, and if you are an active citizen. This has several 
elements: 
 
Attendance: I’ve rewritten this section several times, and must accept that there is no conventional attendance 
policy that will be feasible this year: a formal attendance policy seems impossible with the uncertainties of 
COVID this semester. Generally, attendance is mandatory in this course, but it’s a little more complex this 
semester. In short, my policy is this: you are expected to come to class if you can; please do not come to class 
if you can’t, and definitely don’t come if you have reason to believe you might have COVID. If a guideline 
number would be helpful, you should aim to miss no more than five class sessions. This is a challenging class, 
and you need to be present and engaged, so I do expect you to be here if you are able. That said, I will work 
with people who must miss class. When you miss class, you should 1) reach out to a classmate to get notes 
and updates about what you missed and then 2) email me and/or come to student hours with questions or 
follow-ups or concerns. I strongly suggest you team up with one or two people in the class to cover each on 
notes, and if you’d like me to facilitate that with another student, let me know. We will all just do our best to 
help one another out.  
 
Class citizenship: Class citizenship, however, entails more than just showing up, it also means participating in 
class. Doing the reading is part of your classroom citizenship! (and remember that Moodle shows me who is and is not 
doing the reading). Participation can take many different forms: asking questions about unclear concepts or 
materials, raising ideas we as a class or the author may have overlooked, respectfully sharing opinions, 
volunteering to read passages aloud, visiting student hours, contributing to class discussions in large and small 
groups without monopolizing conversations, paying attention to me and to your classmates, and taking risks 
when there are questions asked that have no clear answers. Participation does not only mean talking—it also 
means working to be aware of the space you inhabit and how you can best contribute to an atmosphere of 
supportive learning. Engaging with your peers when you are working/talking in small groups is part of class 
citizenship. I understand that speaking in class can be challenging. Last but not least, class citizenship means 
being receptive of and interested in others’ political and philosophical perspectives, respectful of experiences 
different than your own, and open to having others disagree with you. And, in COVID times, class 
citizenship means keeping your mask on and over your nose and mouth.  
 
GRADING: We will jointly evaluate your class citizenship grade, based on the rubric posted to Moodle. 
About halfway through the semester, you will fill out a self-evaluation to see where you think you are at, and 
to help you determine what you want to change (and what to continue!) going forward. During the last week 
of the semester, you will fill out the final self-evaluation, and write a paragraph about your class citizenship to 
turn into me. I will also fill out an evaluation for you. If your self-evaluation grade is more than 4 points 
higher than mine, you receive my lower grade; if your self-evaluation grade is more than 4 points lower than 
mine, you receive my higher grade. Otherwise, the average between the two will be your citizenship grade, 
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pending any adjustment for absences. My goal with this is for you to have a stake in your evaluation, and to 
have the opportunity to reflect on your role in the classroom.  
 
2. Analytical Writing (40% of overall grade)  
You will choose one of two options for your analytical writing throughout the semester. I want you to choose 
the mode that you expect best suits your learning, study, and writing habits, as well as your time management 
and schedule. You will make a selection of assignment structure no later than February 4.  

A. Weekly writing: This option involves writing a 500ish word reading analysis, due every week by 
11.59pm on Fridays. Use one google doc, shared with Prof. McMahon, throughout the entire 
semester. I am not looking for you to summarize the readings; rather I want to see you synthesize 
central debates and claims from throughout the week’s reading, and to analyze and interpret those 
readings. This can involve many things: delve deeper into ideas from the readings; critique and 
interrogate the arguments and claims the thinker(s) are making; connect the week’s ideas to 
contemporary debates about gender in our political world, relate the readings to earlier material in the 
course, and much more. A simple rubric will be posted to Moodle, and you will receive additional 
brief written feedback approximately every other week. Reading analyses will be graded on 10-point 
scale. I will drop the lowest grade (or drop one missed week) and calculate an average of the 
remaining writings. If you complete this option, you do not need to write the analytical essays. You 
are expected to discuss readings from at least two different days of the week, and to regularly include 
the Friday readings.  

B. Analytical Essays: This option involves writing two 2000-word essays, the first due March 11 and the 
second due April 29. You will have 7-10 days to work on these essays, with a choice of at least two 
prompts for each. You will have the grading rubric available to you, and will receive comments on 
both essays. If you complete this option, you do not need to do weekly writing (but you are indeed 
still expected to complete all the reading!).  

 
3. Final podcast assignment (25% of overall grade): The final project for this class will involve you 
creating a feminist political thought podcast. You will develop a topic with instructor guidance over the 
course of the semester, complete a thorough outline for review and feedback, and receive instruction and 
technological help in audio recording and editing. The final podcast will involve synthesizing conclusions 
regarding the material and themes explored in the course, and you will have the choice of whether to work on 
your own, or in a group of two or three.  
 
4. Discussion questions (5%): Three times throughout the semester, students will be responsible for 
writing two discussion questions on the day’s reading material, posted to Moodle. Often, these questions will 
guide the conversation in class. Questions will be due by 7am the morning of class on that day’s readings. 
Students will indicate preferences during week 1 and Prof. McMahon will make the discussion question 
schedule. Further guidance on discussion questions will be posted to Moodle. For a little bit of extra credit, 
you can respond substantively (that is, not just “great point” – but please say “great point” to insightful ideas!) 
to people’s discussion questions on Moodle, for the current week of class.  
 
 
An important note about class content 
Much of what we read and watch/listen to will discuss, describe, depict, analyze, and/or represent gendered 
and racialized violence, including sexual assault, rape, and other forms of bodily harm. I am here if you want 
someone to talk to about the possibly-traumatic character of some of the course material. You should also 
feel welcome to step away from any classroom conversation if you need to. If there are other ways I can 
support you amid difficult material, please do not hesitate to talk to me.    
 
 
Inclusivity and Teaching 
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The diversity of this classroom and campus is a strength, and I intend to cultivate a classroom environment 
that is attentive to and respectful of diversity in its many forms, including but not limited to the intersections 
of race, gender and gender identity, sexuality, class/socioeconomic background, ability, age, culture, national 
origin, religion, and political and philosophical opinion. I strive for inclusivity in education, understood as a 
demonstration of equity through awareness, understanding, and respect for the ways that the differences, 
identity, culture, background, and experience, and socialization impact how we live and learn. Please let me 
know if something said or done in the classroom, by myself or a fellow student, is particularly troubling.  
 
I believe that the best way to learn and engage with the course material is adopting a critical perspective. This 
class is an open floor for ideas as long as we acknowledge that there might be fundamental differences in our 
opinions and political positions, cultivate respect for each other, and avoid discriminatory language. Further, 
disagreement (including, and perhaps especially, with me) is inevitable in a politics class, and can be generative 
for everyone in the room, so long as it proceeds equitably.  
 
A brief note on standpoint: In the words of Black feminist scholar-activist bell hooks, feminism is for everybody. 
At the same time, I want to acknowledge that my engagement with and teaching of feminist political thought 
is from my standpoint as a white, cisgender, able-bodied, bisexual man (among other ways my existence and 
embodiment are constituted). I work to recognize how this shapes my engagement with feminist knowledge 
production, and to recognize the privilege and power my embodiment confers on me, which persist alongside 
my own histories of reading and listening and learning and practicing feminism. While I insist in every course 
that I want students to share their judgments and perspectives, it is especially important for this class for me 
to say directly that you can feel free to challenge or question me. There's a lot I know about the course 
material, and there are also things I don’t know, and I work to know the difference.    
 
Gender pronouns: All people deserve to be addressed in accordance with their identity, including their gender 
pronouns. Students are encouraged to notify me of their gender pronouns (she/her/hers, he/him/his, 
they/them/theirs, ze/zir/zir, etc.) if they wish to do so, so that I can address you correctly. My pronouns are 
he/him/his. You can also now set your pronouns in Banner/MyPlattsburgh.  
 
 
Books 
The following book is required. It is available in the bookstore for purchase or rental. If you plan to buy/rent 
them online, please be sure to acquire the same edition as listed below (search by ISBN number). You will 
need the book during the first week. All other readings are provided through Moodle.   
• Sara Ahmed, Living A Feminist Life, Duke University Press, 2017 (ISBN 978-0822363194) 
You are required to have the reading(s) with you in paper or electronic (see below) form for every class 
session. Regularly not having the readings with you will lower your class citizenship grade. 
 
 
Technology 
Numerous studies (for example here, here, here, here, here; for an overview see here) demonstrate that, on 
aggregate, students taking notes by hand learn information more effectively and receive higher grades than 
those taking notes electronically, even when those on devices are exclusively focused on class tasks (which is 
hard to do!). Moreover, many of us (myself certainly included) find it difficult to pull ourselves away from 
social media, news, etc. when we have screens in front of us. Finally, in a class that will involve lots of 
discussion with one another, screens, alerts, and notifications can distract you and your classmates, and can 
impede the conversations that will be essential to our experience in the course this semester. Nevertheless, 
many of our readings for the course are in PDF/electronic form, and I recognize that laptops/tablets are 
essential to the learning of many students. So, while I encourage you to print out course materials and take 
written notes, you may use devices for referencing readings and taking notes in class. Any in-class use of 
devices for other activity that is disruptive to your fellow students or to me will result, without warning, in 
your citizenship grade going down.  
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Things to know about the class and campus 
COVID 
We will follow all college-wide policies and procedures, and we should expect these to potentially change 
throughout the semester. We are all required to be masked (over nose and mouth, no chin straps, please), and 
failing to wear your mask correctly will result in points off of your grade. We will be changeable and adaptable 
as we need to, and if classes move online for any period of time, we will adjust accordingly, and I will consult 
you all about how to best make that adjustment. If you have to miss class for being sick, isolation/quarantine, 
family care, etc., let me know and we will adjust as necessary. 
 
Accessibility and Student Support Services 
It is the policy of the College that any student requiring accommodations of any kind to fully access this 
course must be registered for accommodations with the Student Support Services office located in the Angell 
College Center. If you need any accommodations for this course, please contact Student Support Services at 
518–564–2810. Students with diverse learning styles and needs are welcome in this course. If there are ways I 
can assist you in reaching your full potential in class, please talk to me or email me.  
 
Learning Center 
The Learning Center (101-103 Feinberg) offers many resources that may be useful for this course, including 
free tutoring, academic peer mentoring, “academic personal trainers,” and more. Visit the Learning center 
website, contact them, or ask me for a referral. I am also available to answer any questions, to help with 
readings, to brainstorm, to assist on assignments, to offer advice, and more – email me or drop-in during 
office hours.  
 
Academic Honesty 
It is expected that all students enrolled in this class support the letter and the spirit of the Academic Honesty 
Policy as stated in the College Catalog. Academic misconduct and dishonesty—such as cheating, plagiarism, 
submitting someone else’s work as your own, submitting work from other classes without permission, etc.—
are serious offenses. Such acts violate the trust that forms the foundation of the student-teacher relationship, 
they take away opportunities to learn, and they discount the work of others, including peers, faculty, and 
scholars. Any acts of suspected academic dishonesty, including plagiarism, will be addressed through the 
Suspected Academic Dishonesty Procedure.  
 
Other course policies 
• Check your email regularly – I will do the same for you. During the week, you will usually receive an 

email response from me within 24 hours; on the weekends, it might be longer.  
• If a student has a desired name that is not listed on my course roster, please let me know. 
• I strongly encourage you to come visit my student hours, even if only to chat; if the times listed don’t 

work, email me so we can figure out another time to meet.  
• If you are struggling with any aspect of the course, talk to me sooner rather than later so we can work on 

the ways to best help you. Please also consider visiting the Learning Center. 
• For some extra credit to demonstrate you read through the syllabus, email me a cute animal picture by 

10am on Wednesday, February 2.  
• If a religious holiday that you observe conflicts with assigned work, please let me know in advance so that 

we may discuss alternate options.  
 
 
COURSE SCHEDULE 
The schedule is subject to change; when there are multiple readings, please read them in the listed order. I 
expect you to do the reading (yes, all the reading!) before coming to class each, even though some of it will be 
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challenging in multiple ways. Not doing the reading will negatively impact your learning and the experience in 
the classroom.  
 
I. Living a Feminist Political Life 
1/31: Introductions 
2/2: Living a feminist life 
• Sara Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life (2017), “Introduction” 
• Jack Halberstam, “Gender,” Keywords for American Cultural Studies Second Edition (2014) 
2/4: Gender and political analysis  
• Joan Wallach Scott, “Gender: Still a Useful Category of Analysis?” (2010), in Diogenes 57 (1) 
• Terrell Carver, “A Political Theory of Gender” (1998), in Gender, Politics, and the State, ed. Randall and 

Waylen 
 
2/7: Feminism is sensational 
• Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life, chap. 1 
• Audre Lorde, “Age, Race, Class and Sex: Women Redefining Difference” (1980) 
2/9: The feminist killjoy 
• Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life, chap. 2 
• bell hooks, Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center (1984), chap. 2 
2/11: Feminist willfulness 
• Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life, chap. 3 
• Cherrie Moraga, “La Guera” (1979) 
 
2/14: The master’s tools? 
• Audre Lorde, “The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House” (1984) 
• Georgina Waylen, “Gender, Feminism, and the State” (1998), in Gender, Politics, and the State, ed. Randall 

and Waylen 
2/16: Theorizing the state 
• Wendy Brown, States of Injury: Power and Freedom in Late Modernity (1995), chap. 7 
2/18: Intimate Justice and the State 
• Shatema Threadcraft, Intimate Justice: The Black Female Body and the Body Politic (2016), pp. 21-24 and chap. 5 
 
II. Conceptual Tools: Intersectionality, Mestiza Consciousness, and Decolonialism 
2/21: Intersectionality 
• Kimberlé Crenshaw, “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of 

Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics” (1989), University of Chicago Legal 
Forum 139 

2/23: Intersectionality, revisited 
• Kimberlé Crenshaw, “Postscript,” in Framing Intersectionality (2011) 
• Kimberlé Crenshaw, “The Urgency of Intersectionality” video (2016) 
• Sojourner Truth, “Ain’t I a Woman?” (1851) 
2/25: Intersectionality and Black Feminism 
• Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of Empowerment 

(1990/2000), chaps. 1-2 
 
2/28: Challenging Intersectionality 
• Jasbir K. Puar, “‘I would rather be a cyborg than a goddess’: Becoming-Intersectional in Assemblage 

Theory” (2012), philoSOPHIA 2 (1) 
3/2: Mestizaje 
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• Gloria Anzaldúa, “The Homeland, Aztlán” (1989), Borderlands/La Frontera 
• Curtis Marez, “Mestizo/a,” Keywords for American Cultural Studies Second Edition (2014) 
3/4: Mestiza consciousness  
• Gloria Anzaldúa, “La conciencia de la mestiza/ Towards a New Consciousness,” (1989), Borderlands/La 

Frontera 
 
3/7: Mestizaje as Method 
• Chéla Sandoval, “Mestizaje as Method: Feminists-of-Color Challenge the Canon” (1997), Living Chicana 

Theory, ed. Carla Trujillo 
3/9: Decolonizing Feminism 
• Maile Arvin, Eve Tuck, and Angie Morrill, “Decolonizing Feminism: Challenging Connections between 

Settler Colonialism and Heteropatriarchy” (2013), Feminist Formations 25 (1) 
3/11: Workday 
 
SPRING BREAK 
• Extra credit opportunity: Ahmed, walls, and institutions (TBA) 
 
III. Using Conceptual Tools 1: Gender Politics in 19th Century America 
3/21: Black women and abolitionist activism 
• Maria Stewart, “Why Sit Ye Here and Die?” (1832) 
• Frances E.W. Harper, “Liberty for Slaves” (1857) 
3/23: Abolition and Women’s Rights 
• Angela Davis, “The Anti-Slavery Movement and the Birth of Women’s Rights” and “The Meaning of 

Emancipation According to Black Women” (1981), in Women, Race & Class 
3/25: Women’s Suffrage 
• Seneca Falls Convention “Declaration of Sentiments” (1848) 
• Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan Anthony, and Matilda Joslyn Gage, “Introduction,” History of Women’s 

Suffrage (1881) 
 
3/28: Race, Class, and Suffrage 
• Angela Davis, “Class and Race in the Early Women’s Rights Campaign” and “Racism in the Woman 

Suffrage Movement” (1981), in Women, Race & Class 
3/30: Gendered economics 
• Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Women and Economics (1898), selections 
4/1: Gender politics at the turn of the century 
• Frances E.W. Harper, “Women’s Political Future” (1893) 
• Anna Julia Cooper, “The Status of Women in America,” A Voice from the South (1892) 
 
IV. Using Conceptual Tools 2: Politics, Coalition, and Resistance in 20th-21st Century America 
4/4: What is a feminist coalition?  
• Bernice Johnson Reagon,” Coalition Politics: Turning the Century” (1981/1983), in Home Girls: A Black 

Feminist Anthology, ed. Barbara Smith 
• Audre Lorde, “The Uses of Anger” (1981) 
4/6: The Combahee River Collective 
• Combahee River Collective, “Combahee River Collective Statement” (1983) 
• Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor, “Introduction,” How We Get Free: Black Feminism and the Combahee River 

Collective, ed. Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor, (2017) 
4/8: Anzaldúa and Coalition 
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• Gloria Anzaldúa, “Bridge, Drawbridge, Sandbar, and Island: Lesbians-of-Color Hacienda Alianzas” 
(1990/2009), The Gloria Anzaldúa Reader, ed. AnaLouise Keating 

• Gloria Anzaldúa, “(Un)natural bridges, (Un)safe spaces” (2001/2009), The Gloria Anzaldúa Reader, ed. 
AnaLouise Keating 

 
4/11: 20th Century liberal feminism 
• National Organization for Women (NOW), “1966 Statement of Purpose” 
• Betty Friedan, “The Problem that Has No Name” (1963), in The Feminine Mystique 
4/13: Radical feminist manifestos  
• Redstockings, “Redstocking Manifesto” (1969) 
• Radicalesbians, “Woman-Identified Woman” (1970) 
4/15: Cyborgs and Riot Grrrls 
• Bikini Kill, “Riot Grrrl Manifesto” (1991) 
• Donna Haraway, “A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist-Feminism in the Late 

Twentieth Century” (1983), excerpts  
 
4/18: Transfeminism 
• Trans Student Educational Resources (2021), “Definitions” 
• Emi Koyama, “The Transfeminist Manifesto” (2001) 
4/20: Coalition and Queer Politics 
• Cathy J. Cohen, “Punks, Bulldaggers, and Welfare Queens: The Radical Potential of Queer Politics?” 

(1997), GLQ 3 
4/22: Living Combahee’s Politics 
• Barbara Smith and Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor, “Barbara Smith,” in How We Get Free, ed. Taylor 
• Alicia Garza and Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor, “Alicia Garza,” in How We Get Free, ed. Taylor 
 
4/25: Feminism and Black Lives Matter 
• Cathy J. Cohen and Sarah J. Jackson, “A Conversation with Cathy Cohen on Black Lives Matter, 

Feminism, and Contemporary Activism” (2016), Signs 41 (4) 
• Movement for Black Lives, A Vision for Black Lives (2016), Platform introduction 
4/27: Solidarity and Care 
• Myisha Cherry, “Solidarity Care” (2020), Public Philosophy Journal 3 (1) 
• Young Lords Women’s Caucus, “Young Lords Party Position Paper on Women” (1970) 
4/29: Workday 
 
VI. Conclusion: Living A Feminist Life 
5/2: Breaking 
• Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life, chap. 7 
5/4: Snapping 
• Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life, chap. 8 
5/6: Living 
• Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life, chap. 9 
 
5/9: Feminist survival toolkit 
• Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life, Conclusion 1 
5/11: A Feminist Manifesto 
• Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life, Conclusion 2 
5/13: Final project workday 


