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(Gender Studies 231: Tue 12:30-1:50pm — Kresge 2-415)
Course Description

Designed as a broad introduction to Gender Studies, this course also provides a more specific overview of the aesthetic hallmarks, political impulses, and critical responses that distinguish queer cinema as a unique, important tradition within the last 20 years of commercial film.  In the opening weeks, we will consider four crucial elements in how and why queer cinema arose at the time and in the manner that it did: 1) the postmodern turn in film style; 2) new evolutions in cultural and academic theory about identity, the body, and sexuality; 3) wider and cheaper access to filmmaking technologies; and 4) the resurgent visibility and political activism of queer communities, largely resulting from the AIDS crisis.  Working from those opening premises, subsequent weeks offer further challenges about what "counts" as a queer film, who and what these films should represent, from whose point of view, with what level of formal sophistication, and with what range of intended audiences and goals.


To be sure, queer cinema is fundamentally responsive to the specific concerns of queer theory, politics, and life experience—exploring themes, stories, and ways of seeing that carry particular resonance for gay, lesbian, bisexual, trans, and other queer-identified people.  At the same time, like any genre of film, queer cinema raises broader questions about filmmaking as an artistic and social phenomenon, about the ways of "reading" a movie using precise terms of analysis, and about any number of the cultural problems around images, industry, gender, nationality, race, and representation.


This course presumes no prior experience in either queer studies or film studies, though it aims to provide all of its students with a sturdy foundation and a healthy, open-ended curiosity in both areas.  All perspectives are warmly welcomed.
Required Texts for Purchase
▫ Book: Herman Melville, Billy Budd, Sailor – available at the campus bookstore

▫ Course Packet (CP): English 231 – available at Quartet Copies (825 Clark St., @ Sherman Ave.)
▫ Films: Please purchase DVD copies of the following films, in advance of class discussions:
▫ All About Eve (1950)*
▫ The Brandon Teena Story (1998)
▫ Paris Is Burning (1991)*
▫ Beau travail (1999)
▫ Brother to Brother (2004)
▫ Velvet Goldmine (1998)*
▫ Boys Don’t Cry (1999)*
▫ High Art (1998)*
▫ The Watermelon Woman (1996)*
* Discounted copies of asterisked movies are available at www.DeepDiscountDVD.com, which also boasts zero shipping/handling charges.  Otherwise, try Amazon.com, local retailers such as Borders or Barnes & Noble, or other online vendors such as www.DVDPlanet.com.

Accessing Other Films in the Course
In addition to the films listed on the previous page, we will be watching other films, either in part or in full, that are less readily available for purchase.  When these films appear on the syllabus, I have indicated the easiest ways of viewing them—either in class, on Blackboard, or in specially scheduled course screenings.  Also, DVD or VHS copies of all assigned films are available on reserve in the library, where you will also find a Media Center full of readily available DVD/VCR players.  It is your responsibility to make sure you have screened every assigned film or assigned excerpt of a film in advance of the first lecture relevant to that film.
Sections
Anyone enrolled in this course should also have enrolled in one of the mandatory Friday discussion sections, which will meet in Seminar Room 3746 in the library (3S Wing).  You must attend the section to which you have been assigned.  Your attendance and preparedness are just as essential in these sections as they are in the lectures.
Course Requirements
•
You will submit three formal essays during this course, as indicated on the syllabus.  I will circulate guidelines and topics for each assignment.  Both the TA and I will gladly help develop your ideas and your writing, during office hours or by outside appointments.

•
During most weeks, you will be asked to write an informal 1-2pp. response paper about the material we are covering.  These responses will not be letter-graded, although especially strong and especially weak submissions will affect your course grade.  Please use these papers as “free writing” opportunities to work through your initial reactions, insights, and questions about the material—or even as early drafts for potential essay topics.  Responses must be submitted on our Blackboard site before the Thursday lecture session begins.
•
I expect regular, real, and respectful participation from each student in class discussions and activities.  I have designed this course to help you become astute, excited, articulate, and responsible members of an academic community—a goal that is only possible if you all join our discussions and refrain from diminishing your colleagues or their ideas in any way.  
•
I strongly encourage you to take advantage of my weekly office hours, listed atop the first page of this syllabus.  They offer a great chance for me to provide personalized feedback and encouragement, and for you to voice your questions or impressions about the class.  These informal meetings also help me get to know you, which I definitely want to do!

•
I expect you to be on time (and awake!) for all lectures and section meetings. You are each allowed three absences from class, after which your final grade will drop.  Please regard each absence as you would a "sick day" in a professional job—you may take them for any reason, but they are strictly limited in number, except in cases of a documented illness or emergency.

•
I also expect your work to arrive by the announced deadlines. Grades on late work drop one full letter for each day you withhold it past the scheduled deadline.  Extensions will only be granted in extraordinary circumstances, in writing, and at the discretion of myself or the TA.
Feedback on Your Work
•
You should always expect clear, helpful feedback on your formal papers, either from me or from the TA.  If you ever have trouble grasping these comments, or if you disagree strongly with something that I or the TA has said, please visit our office hours or contact us by e‑mail.

•
You are invited and encouraged to discuss with me or with the TA, either in person or over e‑mail, your ideas about paper topics, your responses to the movies, lectures, and assigned readings, and any other aspect of the course.  The more involved you are in the course and the more you take pride in your writing, thinking, and conversation, the more likely it is that you will enjoy the experience of the class.

•
Please do not expect direct feedback about full drafts of your papers.  These exchanges can easily become misleading or counter-productive; learning to paraphrase your own arguments and to frame your own questions is an important part of the learning process.
Grades

At the end of the semester, I will calculate a final grade for each of you according to the following percentages: Paper #1 (15%), Paper #2 (20%), the Final Paper (25%), the weekly response papers (20%), and participation and attendance, in lecture and in sections (20%).


My policy on attendance appears on the previous page.  Otherwise, "participation" includes your lively, engaged presence at lectures; your constructive and consistent participation in discussion sections, to include speaking as well as focused listening; and your diligence in following the schedule of readings and assignments.  Do not assume that your participation grade is an “A” simply by dint of showing up; I am serious in expecting you to be openly and earnestly dedicated to the course and to your fellow students.
Plagiarism and Academic Integrity

Though I hope to have no encounters with the problem of plagiarism in this class, the scope of both the infraction and its consequences requires a brief, clear statement.  Plagiarism comprises the unattributed disguising of any portion of another person's thoughts or writing—whether quoted verbatim or superficially rephrased—as your own original work.  Also forbidden is resubmitting old work under the guise of new work.  Northwestern rightly considers such behavior intolerable to genuine and responsible education.  Therefore, any student engaging in any plagiarist practice is automatically vulnerable to a range of severe punishments, as determined by the office of the Associate Dean of Undergraduate Studies.  Official college policies are available here: http://www.wcas.northwestern.edu/advising/academic.html.

Your possession of this syllabus hereafter presumes your familiarity with the definition of plagiarism, your awareness of the possible penalties for dishonesty, and your agreement not to perpetrate these offenses at any point as a participant in this course.
Provisions for Students with Disabilities

Any student with a verified disability requiring special accommodations should speak to me and to the Office of Services for Students with Disabilities (847-467-5530) as early as possible in the quarter.  All discussions will remain confidential.
Weekly Schedule of Topics and Readings
Viewing and reading assignments are listed before the first class period in which we will discuss them.  (CP) designates a reading assignment available in the Course Packet.
Week One

Tue, 9/19: 
Introductions and syllabus review


Setting the stage for queer cinema: art, politics, and transformed categories

Screening of Living Inside (dir. Sadie Benning, 1989; 5 min.)


Screening of Me and Rubyfruit (dir. Sadie Benning, 1989; 6 min.)

Watch: 
If Every Girl Had a Diary (dir. Sadie Benning, 1990; 9 min.; on Blackboard)

Jollies (dir. Sadie Benning, 1990; 12 min.; on Blackboard)

Dottie Gets Spanked (dir. Todd Haynes, 1993; 27 min.; on Blackboard)
Read: 
Annamarie Jagose, Queer Theory: An Introduction, Ch. 1/“Introduction” and Ch.7/“Queer” (CP)

B. Ruby Rich, “New Queer Cinema” (CP)

Thu, 9/21: 
What does “queer” mean?  What is “queer theory”?  What is “queer cinema”?
Week Two

Read: 
Annamarie Jagose, Ch. 8/ “Contestations of Queer” (CP)

Sigmund Freud, “A Child Is Being Beaten” (CP; optional)
Tue, 9/26:
Screening of Paris Is Burning (dir. Jennie Livingston, 1991; 78 min.)

Read:
Daniel T. Contreras, “New Queer Cinema: Spectacle, Race, Utopia” (CP)

Thu, 9/28: 
What does “performative” mean?  How does the term apply to gender?


What are some other key terms in Butler’s work?  What do they mean? 
Week Three

Watch:
Re-watch Paris Is Burning
Read:
Judith Butler, “Bodily Inscriptions, Performative Subversions” (CP)


Judith Butler, “From Parody to Politics” (CP)
Tue, 10/3: 
How does queer cinema help us to understand queer theory?

How does queer theory help us to understand queer cinema?


Could queer cinema itself be a form of queer theory?

Read:
Judith Butler, “Gender Is Burning” (CP)
Thu, 10/5:
More practice with Paris Is Burning, Judith Butler, and film analysis
Paper #1 (4-5pp.) due at the beginning of class, Tue. 10/10
Week Four

Tue, 10/10: 
Queer cinema and feminist film theory


Clips from Female Perversions (dir. Susan Streitfeld, 1996; 114 min.)
Watch:
All About Eve (dir. Joseph L. Mankiewicz, 1950; 138 min.)

Read:
Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” (CP)

Thu, 10/12:
Women and cinema: pleasure, spectacle, narrative, and objectification

What are the linchpins of Mulvey’s argument?  What is its value?

In what ways does Mulvey overstate her argument?  What is the value of overstatement?  How can we envision her “radical cinema”?

Week Five

Watch:
High Art (dir. Lisa Cholodenko, 1998; 102 min.)

Read:
Patricia White, “On Retrospectatorship” (CP)

Tue, 10/17:
What does “retrospectatorship” mean?  How clearly does White define the term?


How do Patricia White and High Art reflect on All About Eve?

Screening: 
All About My Mother (dir. Pedro Almodóvar, 1999; 106 min.) – 7:00pm, in the Forum Room of the Media Services center at the library (2S Wing)
Read: 
Wayne Koestenbaum, “Opera Queens” (CP)
Thu, 10/19: 
Performativity, retrospectatorship, and fan culture in All About My Mother
Week Six
Watch:
Velvet Goldmine (dir. Todd Haynes, 1998; 119 min.)

Read:
Scott Bravmann, “Queer Historical Subjects” (CP)

Tue, 10/24: 
How do queer theory and postmodernism reckon with life-and-death events?

How do we write histories of marginalized groups or performative subjects?
Watch:
Brother to Brother (dir. Rodney Evans, 2004; 94 min.)

Thu, 10/26:
Queer historiography and questions of race
Paper #2 (5pp.) due at the beginning of class, Tue. 10/31
Week Seven

Tue, 10/31: 
Black queer cinema and the questions of history

Screening of Looking for Langston (dir. Isaac Julien, 1988; 45 min.)

Watch:
The Watermelon Woman (dir. Cheryl Dunye, 1996; 94 min.)

Read: 
Louise Wallenberg, “New Black Queer Cinema” (CP)


Laura Sullivan, “Chasing Fae: The Watermelon Woman and Black Lesbian Representability” (CP)

Thu, 11/2: 
When, why, and how might “lesbian” divorce itself from “queer”?


How might queer theory or queer cinema invent people who next existed?
Week Eight

Watch:
Boys Don’t Cry (dir. Kimberly Peirce, 1999; 118 min.)

Read: 
Ki Namaste, “‘Tragic Misreadings’: Queer Theory’s Erasure of Transgender Subjectivity” (CP)


Paul Vitello, “The Trouble When Jane Becomes Jack” (CP)
Tue, 11/7:
How do queer theory and queer cinema accommodate transgender lives?
Watch:
The Brandon Teena Story (dirs. Susan Muska & Greta Olafsdóttir, 1998; 84 min.)

Read: 
Karina Eileraas, “The Brandon Teena Story: Rethinking the Body, Gender Identity, and Violence Against Women” (CP)


Michèle Aaron, et al., the Screen debates over Boys Don’t Cry (CP)
Thu, 11/9:
Do fiction and nonfiction films hold different potentials for transgender cinema?


Where do “identity politics” reinsert themselves into debates over queer cinema?
Week Nine

Read: 
Herman Melville, Billy Budd, Sailor
Tue, 11/14: 
Billy Budd, “homosociality,” and queer theory as a reading strategy

Read: 
Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, “Billy Budd: After the Homosexual” (CP)
Thu, 11/16: 
“Private”/minoritizing vs. “public”/universalizing viewpoints on sexuality
Week Ten
Watch:
Beau travail (dir. Claire Denis, 1999; 90 min.)

Read: 
Catherine Grant, “Recognizing Billy Budd in Beau travail: Epistemology and Hermeneutics of an Auteurist ‘Free’ Adaptation”
Tue, 11/21: 
What does queer cinema look like in other parts of the world?


Can a film without sex be considered “queer”?

Final comments and course evaluations
Thu, 11/23: 
[[Happy Thanksgiving!]]
Week Eleven
Tue, 11/28 –
WCAS Reading Period: extra office hours available
Thu, 11/30:

for review of course materials and final-paper preparation
Final Paper (5-7pp.) due by 12:30pm, Tue. 12/5, in my mailbox at Kresge 2-360
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