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Course Description 

What is gender, and what is the relationship between sex and gender? How do ideas about what it means to be male and female shape our lives and our society? Where do those ideas come from anyway—are they a reflection of “real” differences between men and women? Come to think of it, what does real mean? Does it mean that we think those differences are important, or that they are rooted in biology? 

Welcome to Sex, Gender & Society—a survey course built around these questions. Our task is to develop a sociological approach to the study of sex and gender as we seek to understand how and why these categories matter for individuals and societies. My hope is that by the end of the semester, everyone will understand what a sociological approach to gender entails; in other words, what it means to think about gender and sexuality as “social facts.”

The topics we will cover include contending approaches to the causes and consequences of sex/gender difference and inequality; gender and work; gender, sex and the body; and gender and social change. There is no text book for this class. The required readings will be available online at the CULearn site for this course, so that you can access and print these materials on your own. We will also view three films over the course of the semester. These will be shown during class time (lecture or section), but if you miss one, you will need to make arrangements to view the videos independently. 

Here are the components of the course on which you will be graded:

Attendance and participation (10% of final grade)

The weekly discussion section is an integral part of this course and attendance at recitation is mandatory. Attendance will be taken each week by your T.A. Although absence from one recitation will not affect your section participation grade, further unexcused absences will have an impact. Students are required to read all assigned materials for the week prior to the section so that they arrive at section prepared to participate in discussion of the week’s readings. 

Reading quizzes (10% each for a total of 40%)

To encourage everyone to complete the readings, there will be five reading quizzes during the semester which may be given during lectures or section meetings. These will not be announced ahead of time, but at least two of the five quizzes will be given prior to the mid-term point of the course. We will drop the lowest of the five scores, meaning that only four will count towards your final grade. 

Two short papers (15% each for a total of 30%) 

You will be asked to write two short (5 page) papers on a topic related to the readings. The first of these papers will be turned in to your teaching assistant during your section meeting on , and the second one is due . Papers are due at the beginning of the section meeting and will not be accepted after the beginning of recitation. Also, please note that these must be submitted in hard copy format. No assignments will be accepted via email. 

Final Exam (20% of final grade)

The cumulative final exam for this course is scheduled for Saturday, May 2nd from 1:30 to 4:00 PM. All students must take the exam on this date. Please be sure to keep this in mind when making your end of the semester travel plans.

Course Policies

Late work: The policy with regard to late work is as follows: There are no make-ups for missed reading quizzes, though remember that when calculating your final course grade we will drop the lowest of the four quiz grades.  No late papers will be accepted without a doctor’s excuse of illness or other documentation of legitimate emergency. If you know ahead of time of a conflict, you may see me about the possibility of an extension. 

Disabilities and Accommodations: If you qualify for accommodations because of a disability, please submit to me a letter from Disability Services as soon as possible so that we can be sure your needs are addressed. 

Religious holidays: Campus policy regarding religious observances requires that faculty make every effort to deal reasonably and fairly with all students who, because of religious obligations, have conflicts with scheduled exams, assignments or required attendance. To the best of my knowledge, the due dates for assignments in this course do not conflict with religious holidays, but please see me as soon as possible if you have a question or concern about this. Students who may miss a recitation meeting for religious observance should inform the teaching assistant ahead of time.  

Honor Code: All students of the University of Colorado at Boulder are responsible for knowing and adhering to the academic integrity policy of this institution. All incidents of academic misconduct shall be reported to the Honor Code Council. Students who are found to be in violation of the academic integrity policy will be subject to both academic sanctions from the faculty member and non-academic sanctions (including but not limited to university probation, suspension, or expulsion). Serious violations of the honor code (e.g. plagiarism) will result in failure of the course.

Course Syllabus and Schedule

Part I: Thinking about Sex and Gender 

January 12: Introduction to the course

Barres, Ben (2006) “Does Gender Matter?” Nature (July 13): 133-136.

Durkheim, Emile (1982) “What is a Social Fact?” The Rules of the Sociological Method. New York: Free Press, pp. 50-59.

January 14 and 21 (no class on January 19): Gender and the sociological imagination

DeBeauvoir, Simone  (1989) [1949] The Second Sex. New York: Vintage Books, “Introduction” and selections from “Women’s Situation and Character.” 

Lorber, Judith (2003) [1994] “The Social Construction of Gender.” Pp. 96-103 in Reconstructing Gender, Estelle Disch, ed. Boston: McGraw Hill.

January 26 and 28: Biology as destiny?

Kemper, Theodore D. (1990) Social Structure and Testosterone. New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, pp. 1-22. 

Fausto-Sterling, Anne (1985) Myths of Gender: Biological Theories about Women and Men. New York: Basic Books, chapters 1 and 6. 

February 2: The sociobiological perspective…

Udry, Richard (2000) “Biological Limits of Gender Constructivism.” American Sociological Review 65, 3: 443-457. 

February 4: …and its critics

Replies to Udry by Miller and Costello, Kennelly et al., and Risman plus comments by Firebaugh and Udry, American Sociological Review 66, 4: 592-621. 

February 9: Gender, medicine, and illness: yesterday…

Smith-Rosenberg, Carroll (1985) “The Hysterical Woman: Sex Roles and Role Conflict in Nineteenth-Century America.” Disorderly Conduct. New York: Oxford University Press, pp. 197-216. 

February 11 and 16: …and today

Chrisler, Joan and Paula Caplan (2002) “The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Ms. Hyde: How PMS Became a Cultural Phenomenon and a Psychiatric Disorder.” Annual Review of Sex Research 13: 274-306.

Kinetz, Erica (2006) “Is Hysteria Real? Brain Images Say Yes.” New York Times, September 26. 

Part II: Gender and Work


February 18 and 23: Work and motherhood, Part I

Hays, Sharon (1996) The Cultural Contradictions of Motherhood. New Haven: Yale University Press, chapters 2, 4 and 5. 

February 25: Work and motherhood, Part II

Blair-Loy, Mary (2003) Competing Devotions. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, chapters 1 and 2. 

First papers due this week in section

March 2 and 4: Are women “opting out?”

Belkin, Lisa (2003) “The Opt-Out Revolution.” New York Times Magazine, October 6.

Story, Louise (2005) “Many women at elite colleges set career path to motherhood.” New York Times, September 20. 

Shorto, Russel (2008) “No Babies?” New York Times Magazine, June 29.

Belkin, Lisa (2008) “When Mom and Dad Share It All.” New York Times Magazine, June 15. 

March 9 and 11: Women in the global economy, Part I—China

Lee, Ching Kwan (1998) Gender and the South China Miracle. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, chapter 4.

Hanser, Amy (2005) “The Gendered Rice Bowl: The Sexual Politics of Service Work in Urban China.” Gender and Society 19: 581-600. 

Film, “Mardi Gras: Made in China”

March 16 and 18: Women in the global economy, Part II—U.S.-Mexico Border

Fernández-Kelly, María Patricia (1983). For We Are Sold, I and My People: Women and Industry in Mexico’s Frontier. Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, chapters 6 and 7. 

Film, “The Global Assembly Line”

No class March 23 and 25: Spring Break

Part III: Gender, Sex and the Body

March 30: Gendering men, or masculinity is a gender too

Weis, Lois (2006) ‘Masculinity, Whiteness and the New Economy.” Men and Masculinities 8: 262-272. 

Mahler, Jonathan (2003) “Masculinity, Identity and the White-Collar Unemployed.” New York Times Magazine, April 23. 

April 1: Engendering the body

Bordo, Susan (1993) “Anorexia Nervosa: Psychopathology as the Crystallization of Culture.” Pp. 139-164 in Unbearable Weight: Feminism, Western Culture, and the Body. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press. 

April 6: Sports and the body

Dworkin, Shari L. and Michael Messner (2000) “Just Do…What?” Sport, Bodies and Gender.” Pp.341-361 in Revisioning Gender, Myra Marx Ferree, Judith Lorber, and Beth B. Hess, eds. Walnut Creek, CA: Alta Mira Press. 

April 8: The social construction of sex? 

Fausto-Sterling, Anne (2003) [1993] “The Five Sexes: Why Male and Female Are Not Enough.” Pp. 107-113 in The Social Construction of Difference and Inequality, Tracy Ore, ed. Boston: McGraw Hill. 

Lipsitz Bem, Sandra (2002) [1995] “Dismantling Gender Polarization and Compulsory Heterosexuality: Should we turn the volume down or up?” Pp. 253-261 in Sexual Lives, Robert Heasley and Besty Crane, eds. Boston: McGraw Hill. 

April 13 and 15: Thinking past sex

Wittig, Monique (1992) The Straight Mind and other essays. New York: Harvester Wheathsheaf, pp. 1-20. (CP)

Film, “Outlaw”

Part. IV: Gender and Social Change

April 20: The Birth of a movement

Friedan, Betty (1963) The Feminine Mystique. New York: Laurel, pp. 15-79. 

Rosen, Ruth (2000) The Whole World Split Open. New York: Penguin Books, pp. 3-36. 

April 22: Feminism yesterday… 

Echols, Alice (1990) Daring to Be Bad: Radical Feminism in America, 1967-1975. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, selections.

Bailey, Catherine (1997) “Making Waves and Drawing Lines: The Politics of Defining the Vicissitudes of Feminism.” Hypatia 12, 3: 17-28. 

Second paper due this week in section

April 27: …and today?

Collins, Patricia Hill (2003) [1993] “Toward a New Vision.” Pp. 591-605 in The Social Construction of Difference and Inequality, Tracy Ore, ed. Boston: McGraw Hill. 

Lorber, Judith (2000) “Using Gender to Undo Gender.” Feminist Theory 1, 1: 79-95. 

April 29: Summary and review

Final Exam: Saturday, May 2nd from 1:30-4:00 PM
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