
Phil 218:  Feminism:  Theory and Practice  

Instructor:  Sharon M. Meagher, Ph.D. Professor of Philosophy 

Course offered Fall 2005  

 

I teach this course every fall; it counts as a philosophy (and diversity) GE course; it also 

fulfills a requirement for the completion of the Women’s Studies concentration.  This 

course introduces students to the complexity of feminism in all its variations, with 

particular focus on the relationship between theory and practice.  I revised the course to 

better address international women’s issues and issues of global sustainability.  The two 

are clearly interconnected and a deeper exploration of these questions would better 

accomplish the course goals of introducing students to feminist theory and practice.   

 

I included global sustainability as a major theme of the course by introducing students to 

a variety of feminist philosophical readings on the topic and then analyzing how those 

theoretical views are put into practice.  We also examined how the practices of women, 

especially in so-called “underdeveloped” countries have informed theories of 

sustainability.  In this way, I had hoped to “close the circle,” demonstrating how theory 

informs practice, practice informs theory, and so on.  Part of the requirement for this 

course is that the class plan and host a “feminist fair” that attempts to clear up 

misunderstandings about feminism and also raise awareness of global issues that affect 

women.  The fair was a big success, not only as a learning experience for my students 

who planned the fair, but also for those who attended.  Student project presentations 

included, for example, a dramatic illustration of the burdens placed on women who live 

in households that do not have clean, public water by showing students how heavy it is to 

carry basic water supplies.  All fair attendees were given a door prize, a calculator that 

said:  “do the math:  gender equity + ecojustice = sustainability.”   

 

In the coming year I will focus more on social sustainability issues because of a women’s 

studies project tie-in to Mexico; we are also working on obtaining “green” door prizes 

through a global fair trade organization. 

 

 

.   



Phil 218:  FEMINISM:  THEORY AND PRACTICE 
University of Scranton, Fall 2005 

Instructor:  Dr. Sharon Meagher, Professor of Philosophy and Director of Women’s 

Studies 

Office:   Philosophy Department, St. Thomas 552 

Office hours: (subject to change with announcement), Tuesdays and Thursdays, 2:00-

2:30 and 4-5:00 pm AND BY APPOINTMENT 

Contact information:   call x 4075 or e-mail me at Sharon.meagher@Scranton.edu to 

arrange an appointment or ask other questions. 

 

Course description: The aim of this course is to introduce students to a wide range of 

feminist theories and political practices and the connections between them.   We will study 

feminist theory as it has been shaped in the U.S. as well as study the contemporary multicultural 

and global contexts that shape feminist theory and practice.  We will begin by discussing some 

introductory concepts within feminism and women’s studies, studying some of the classic texts 

that have shaped contemporary feminism, and then working toward an understanding of the 

relationship between theory and practice by studying feminist work on issues of global 

sustainability.  Assignments will encourage students to develop leadership qualities and 

teamwork skills that are necessary to the creation and maintenance of a sustainable world.   

 

Course objectives:   

This course makes no assumption or demands regarding students’ personal and/or political 
beliefs—only that the student is genuinely interested in learning about feminist theory and 
practice. 

1) Students will enhance their critical thinking, reading, and communication skills. 
2) Students will read and understand classic texts in the history of the development of 

Western feminism. 
3) Students will understand contemporary feminist issues, as identified both in the U.S. and 

globally. 
4) Students will learn how to identify and analyze contemporary feminist theories, texts and 

activist websites that cover a range of women’s diverse experiences and thinking.  
5) Students will reflect on the complex relationship between political theory and practice, 

using feminism and sustainability as a particular case study. 
6) Students will be able to use course knowledge to reflect on their own lives and the lives 

of others. 
7) Students will learn to think of themselves as leaders capable of making a difference in 

their own lives and the lives of others. 
 

 

This course fulfills a requirement for students enrolled in the Women’s Studies 

concentration in addition to the GE requirements (diversity, philosophy) it meets.  

Students with interest in the Concentration who are not yet enrolled are invited to see 

me for more information.  The Women’s Studies Concentration is an interdisciplinary 

field of study that allows students to take cross-listed Women’s Studies courses around 

a unifying theme while at the same time fulfilling elective, major, minor, and/or GE 

requirements. 

 

Phil 218 is also a course elective for the Peace and Justice Studies concentration.   

 



This course fulfills the GE diversity requirement; as such, students will be encouraged 

to attend campus diversity program events to enhance their course experience. 
 

TEXTS:  We will use the following texts extensively (but not completely).  Students are 

encouraged to each buy their own copies, but it may be possible for two students to share 

them and/or copy sections for their personal use.   

 

1) Women’s Lives:  Multicultural Perspectives.  Ed. Kirk and Okazawa-Rey.  

Mayfield, 3
nd

 ed., 2004.  ISBN:  0072822449.  Cited in syllabus as Women’s 

Lives. 
2) Bryson, Valerie.  Feminist Debates:  Issues of Theory and Political Practice.  

New York:  NYU Press, 1999.  ISBN:  0814713483.  Cited in syllabus as Bryson. 

3) Sen, Gita and Caren Grown.  Development, Crises, and Alternative Visions.  New 

Feminist Library (Monthly Review Press), 1987.  0-85345-717-4.  Cited in 

syllabus as Sen. 

 

In addition, a number of required readings will be available as web links through 

the course website on blackboard.   
 

RECOMMENDED READINGS:  will be available as links on the class website (on 

Blackboard)  

 

COURSE WEBSITE:  This course will have a website using the courseware 

“Blackboard.”  Any computer with an internet connection and browser can access the site 

at http://www.scranton.edu/bb .  All registered students will be automatically enrolled in 

the courseware.  The site will feature course updates and will host class discussions so 

that we can work together even when not in class.   

 

COURSE REQUIREMENTS:   
a) class attendance and participation--10% 

Class participation includes attendance and an indication that one has read and thought about 

the assigned texts as well as class presentations and discussion. Asking good questions, as 

well as answering questions and making comments are all valuable class contributions.  

Taking careful reading and class notes is also a good measure.  There will also be 

opportunities to participate in class discussions via blackboard; conversely, students who 

have unexcused absences and/or who are inattentive or unprepared to participate in class 

writing and discussion exercises will lose class participation grade points.  Your class 

participation grade will be determined by a combination of my evaluation and your 

evaluation of your class participation (see related assignments below). 

Attendance policy:  Excellent attendance is expected and does not merit extra points or an “A” 

in class participation, but poor attendance obviously negatively affects class participation 

and the grade will reflect such.  Students are responsible for all material covered in class, 

whether in attendance or not.  I expect that if a student misses a class, it is for a very good 

reason; students therefore do not have to tell me of an absence unless:  1) students will be 

absent frequently or for 2 or more consecutive classes because of serious illness or other 

difficulty; AND/OR 2) students require assistance in making up class work (such a request 

will only be fulfilled if the student has documentation of an excused absence).  Students will 

not be allowed to make-up in-class assignments unless they have a documented long-term 

http://www.scranton.edu/bb


illness.   I will not assist a student with an unexcused absence in making up class material.  

An unexcused absence is any absence other than documented illness or death in the 

immediate family.  It will be difficult, if not impossible, to pass this course without 

regular attendance, participation, and reading.  More importantly, you will 

shortchange yourself and your classmates if you fail to be an engaged participant. 

b)  Informal in-class writing and homework assignments—20% In addition to writing 

formal papers, you will also do informal writing in the course (see guidelines under 
“additional assignment information” below).  I will sometimes read and comment on 
individual writings, but I won't grade individual assignments except to note whether you 
completed it and whether you did an average job, outstanding, or inadequate job (using 
a check system).   The overall informal writing grade will be based primarily on the 
percentage of work completed (i.e., did you do 80% of the assignments?  94% of them?)  
Students with particularly complete and high quality work and/or extra assignments may 
earn up to 10 extra points; students with lots incomplete or poor quality work may lose 
up to 10 points.  So, for example, if you did 80% of the work but did an outstanding job 
on all of it, you’d earn a 90 or an A-.  If you did 94% of the assignments with reasonable 
care, you’d earn no extra points but earn a 94 or an A.  If you did 90% of the 
assignments but didn’t do a thorough job, you would earn an 80 or B-.  Some 
assignments will be done on-line (on blackboard); others will be handed in.  No missed 
or late assignments will be accepted. 

c)  Quizzes:  25% of your final grade 

Periodic quizzes will be given to measure whether students have completed and understood 

the reading assignments and kept up with class lectures, discussion and activities.  Quizzes will 

vary in format, but will mostly contain short answer and/or short essay (one paragraph) questions 

and will be administered in class.    Quiz dates are listed on the syllabus; they will not be changed 

without extraordinary intervening circumstances and the full consent of the class.  The lowest 

short assignment grade will be dropped (whether it is a “0” because a student missed an 

assignment or simply a low grade); the rest will be averaged and counted as 25% of your final 

grade.  No make-ups will be allowed except in unusual cases of documented, long-term illness 

requiring extended absence (more than 2 consecutive classes) from class.    

 

d) Group project presentation at Feminist Fair—25%  Since major goals for this course 

require that students understand feminist theoretical frameworks, identify contemporary feminist 

issues, and reflect on the relationship between feminist theory and practice, this major course 

assignment presents an opportunity to expand and test what you are learning by putting it into 

practice.  Short assignments will provide some of the groundwork for the larger project.  The 

basic idea behind the feminist fair is to share your learning process with the larger campus 

community.  This project is co-sponsored by the University’s Jane Kopas Women’s Center; their 

mission is to promote social justice on campus, especially around women’s and gender issues.  

Part of that mission entails helping the campus community better understand feminism in all of its 

complexity.  The Women’s Studies program aims at addressing these issues in an academic 

setting.   Through partnership with the Women’s Center, we hope to deepen students’ course-

based knowledge through campus-community outreach and education.  This year’s fair theme 

will be women and sustainability, since sustainability is a crucial issue of social justice on 

campus.  Project details and grading criteria are forthcoming. 

 

e)  Final paper:  20%  Due during final exam week, 12/15/05 at 5 p.m.  Topic TBA. 



FINAL LETTER GRADE CALCULATIONS:  A:  93.6-100; A-:  89.8-93.5; B+:  87.6-89.7; 
B:  83.6-87.5; B-:  79.8-83.5; C+:  77.6-79.7 C:  73.6-77.5; C-:  69.8-73.5; D+:  67.6-69.7; 
D:  63.6-67.5; F:  63.5 or less 
 

 

Course Plan 

Note:  the syllabus is subject to change, depending on class interest and pace.  More 

detailed reading and informal writing assignments will be available on blackboard, so 

check the course website regularly.  Students are responsible for noting any such 

changes.  Students who are absent from a class for any reason are responsible for making 

up the class by obtaining notes from another student (unless the absence is prolonged—

see attendance policy above).  If a student misses the viewing of a video, s/he is 

responsible for viewing it in the media resources center in the library.   
 

Part I:  Introduction to the Basic Questions and Issues 

Week 1 (8/30-9/1)  Overview of the course; what is feminism?   

     READING:  Women’s Lives,  Introduction, pp. 1-7; Bryson, 1-7 

     VIDEO:  “The ‘F’ Word” (in class) 

 

Week 2 (9/6-9/8) What is Women's Studies?   Why do sex and gender matter? 

     READING:  UofS Women’s Studies and Jane Kopas Women’s Center websites:  

http://academic.uofs.edu/department/wstudies 

http://www.scranton.edu/jkwc; Lorber in Women’s Lives, 20-24 

     RECOMMENDED:   Women’s Lives, glossary, pp. 581-85 
     VIDEO:  “My Feminism”   
 

Week 3 (9/13-9/15) Why is this a philosophy class?  Why is theory important to feminists?  A 

Theory of Patriarchy:  How might it inform practice? 

     READING:  Women’s Lives,  9-20; Johnson in Women’s Lives, 25-33; begin 
reading Bryson for next week 
9/13 class discussion goals statement due 
Quiz 1, 9/13 
 
Week 4 (9/20-9/22) Diversity within Feminist Theory; Concepts of Identity 

          READING:  Bryson, 8-44; Women’s Lives, 59-69; Mohanty in Women’s Lives, 
40-45 
 

Part II:  Theory and Practice:  Issues in Gender and Sustainability 

Week 5  (9/27-9/29) What is sustainability?  How is it connected to gender, race and class? 

READING:  Bryson, 45-71; web-based readings on sustainability; Sen, 15-50 

Quiz 2, 9/29 

 

Week 6 (10/4-10/6) Violence Against Women 

     READING:  Women’s Lives, ch. 6 + web-based readings; Sen, 74-77 
 

 Week 7 (10/11-10/13)  Living in a Global Economy 

     READING:  Women’s Lives, ch. 9 + web-based readings; Sen, 50-51; 59-67 
     VIDEO:  “Some American Feminists” 

Quiz 3, 10/13 

http://academic.uofs.edu/department/wstudies
http://www.scranton.edu/jkwc


 
Week 8  (10/18-10/20)  Feminist Fair Group Project Planning Day 

     READING:  research for your feminist fair projects 
NO CLASS ON 10/18—HAPPY FALL BREAK 

 

Week 9  (10/25-10/27) Women, Militarization and Peace 

     READING:  Women’s Lives, ch. 11 + web-based readings; Sen, 67-74 

      
 Week 10 (11/1-11/3) Women and the Environment 

     READING:  Women’s Lives, ch. 12 + web-based readings; Sen, 51-59 

Quiz 4, 11/3 

 

Week 11 (11/8-11/10)  Feminist Fair:  final planning 

     READING:  none; finish your group presentation 

Feminist Fair during class time, 5-6:30 Eagen Auditorium, November 10
th

 

 

Part III:  Creating Change:  Theory, Vision, and Action  

Week 12 (11/15-11/17)  Creating Change:  Documenting Feminist Work 

      DISCUSSION OF FEMINIST FAIR PROJECTS 

      READING:  Women’s Lives, 533-545 

      VIDEO:  WODP project 

 

Week 13 (11/22-11/24)  Feminists’ Visions for a Sustainable World 

READING: Sen, 78-96 
11/24 Happy Thanksgiving—no class 

 

Week 14 (11/29-12/1) Feminism’s Challenges and Building Alliances 

     Women’s Lives, Women’s Lives, ch. 13 

    Quiz 5 11/29 

      

Week 15 (12/6-12/8)  Discussions:  Reflections on Theory and Practice; Women and Global 

Sustainability 

    READING:  none 

12/8:  class participation self-evaluation due. 
 

Week 16 (12/13-17) Finals week.  

 



Additional assignment information: 

1) class participation goal-setting and evaluation: 

Discussion is central both to doing philosophy and to grasping the connection 
between feminist theory and practice.  I grade class participation as a way to show that 
participation is valued and important.  Since I am not always in the best position to know 
the ways in which a student is contributing to the class discussion, I ask students to 
assess themselves, and to tell me the grades they believe they have earned.   Student 
self-assessment will be weighed seriously when calculating class participation grades. 

To give yourself a starting point for thinking about participation, write one or two 
pages in which you do the following: 
1. Discuss how to create a discussion atmosphere in which participants think hard and 
learn something. (Don't be satisfied with flabby talk about how good discussions leave 
everyone feeling happy; try to think of a discussion when you've come away having 
learned something. What was it like? Was it necessarily comfortable?) 
2. Describe what is required of a good discussion participant.  
3. Assess your own abilities in light of your analysis. What do you do well?  
4. What would you really like to do better? Be specific. GIVE YOURSELF ONE OR TWO 
SPECIFIC GOALS TO WORK ON DURING THE SEMESTER. Be realistic. Think about 
what you can actually accomplish in a semester, and place that in the context of larger, 
longer-term goals you may have for yourself.  

Keep one copy of this for yourself, and turn another copy in to me on due date 
listed in course plan. Look back on this document over the term. Jot down ways in which 
your definition of good discussion changes, and also how you see your own abilities 
developing. You will use this analysis, with its revisions, to grade yourself at the end of 
the term.   

I make a note of your goals, and work during the semester to create opportunities 
for you to achieve them. It's up to you to put effort into taking those opportunities, and 
also making your own.  Your final evaluation of your class participation should address 
how well you’ve achieved the goals you’ve set for yourself. 

 
2) informal in-class writing and homework assignments:  Informal writing is designed to 

get you in the habit of thinking through your ideas by writing about them. Therefore, informal 

writings needn't be as "clean" or polished as your formal papers. Their aim is to give you a 

chance to work on some ideas without having to worry too much about the mechanics.  

A second aim of informal writing is to give you opportunity to try out your ideas on your 

classmates. Thus, some informal assignments will be designed to be distributed to everyone, or to 

be read aloud and talked about in small groups during class. I want to encourage lots of 

conversations among the members of the class, both inside and outside the classroom. Make it a 

point to respond to your classmates this term when they say or write something you agree with, 

disagree with, don't understand, find interesting, or want to hear more about.  Some writing will 

be posted on the course’s blackboard website; other assignments will be handed in for comment 

or re-circulation in class. 

Varieties of informal writing:  Periodically, I'll ask you to write something during class, or 

outside of class for the next class.  It might be a question or response to a question, it might be a 

response to a reading, or to how class is going. These writings may be the foundations for small 



group discussions, or I may just collect them and redistribute them randomly, to give you an idea 

of what other people are thinking.    

 Students will also be expected to attend at least one event on campus connected to 

feminist issues and/or sustainability and write about it.  For each event you attend, write a 

short informal essay. In your writing:  

· Identify the thesis, the main point, the essential issues, or the gist of the talk, workshop, etc. 

(This is good practice at an activity that you'll use for the rest of your life.) 

· Draw out some connection(s) between the point of this event, and an issue or issues we've 

discussed in class. I'll leave this purposely open ended, because I can't predict the events you will 

attend, or the issues that will come up at them. Feel free to be very inventive and experimental in 

drawing connections. (Think of yourself as trying to make a map for yourself, by drawing lines 

between the topics in class, and the topics that arise at this event.) 

 

3) Feminist Fair group project:   

The feminist fair is an annual event that is hosted each fall by the students in this course.  The 

focus of the event is educational; participation in the fair does not demand that you personally 

take a political stand, but only that you present what you’ve learned about how feminists connect 

theory and practice around various issues of sustainability. 

 The project will demand that students connect course materials to their own research to 

develop posters or other presentation formats suitable for presentation at a fair. 

Although I know that students do not always like to work in groups, the class group 

project will be structured in a way that provides more support for group work than most classes 

do.  Group work is inescapable in almost all work and volunteer places, and success at group 

work is essential if one is to become a leader, so we might as well learn how to do it effectively 

and well.  More detailed guidelines will be distributed in a couple of weeks, but I can assure you 

that the grade will be determined by a consideration both of the final group project as well as 

consideration of your individual contribution.  You will document the latter by keeping a project 

journal, which you will turn in at the time of the fair.   

 


