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COURSE INTRODUCTION 

…if power is properly speaking a way in which relations of forces are deployed and 
given concrete expression, rather than analyzing it in terms of cession, contract or 
alienation, or functionally in terms of its maintenance of the relations of production, 
should we not analyze it primarily in terms of struggle, conflict, and war? One would 
then confront the original hypothesis, according to which power is essentially repression, 
with a second hypothesis to the effect that power is war, a war continued by other means. 
This reversal of Clausewitz's assertion that war is politics continued by other means has a 
triple significance: in the first place, it implies that the relations of power that function in 
a society such as ours essentially rest upon a definite relation of forces that is established 
at a determinate, historically specifiable moment, in war and by war. Furthermore, if it is 
true that political power puts an end to war, that it installs, or tries to install, the reign of 
peace in civil society, this by no means implies that it suspends the effects of war or 
neutralizes the disequilibrium revealed in the final battle. The role of political power, on 
this hypothesis, is perpetually to re-inscribe this relation through a form of unspoken 
warfare; to re-inscribe it in social institutions, in economic inequalities, in language, in 
the bodies themselves of each and everyone of us. (Michel Foucault. Lecture 7, January, 
1976 recounted in Power/Knowledge.) 

Marija Gimbutas, Anne Barsto, Joseph Cambell, and others have suggested that in the 
hazy mists of our past, there were to be found non-patriarchal cultures in various parts of 
the world. They speculate that some of these cultures became patriarchal because of 
changes in economic production, while others were overrun by invasions from patriarchal 
cultures. The pictures that they paint of what a non-patriarchal culture would look like 
serve to highlight the extent to which the patriarchal culture in which we find ourselves 
can testify to Foucault's disturbing hypothesis regarding the role of political power. That 
is, they suggest through contrast that in patriarchal society, relations of power establish 
and are established by groups standing in hierarchical relations of domination and 
subordination. These groups and the individuals composing them derive their very 
identities from these relations, even as they produce and are constrained by the economic 
and social relations and institutions that inform their lives. If we consider gender roles in 



particular, I believe that Foucault would argue that, in the last century, their construction 
has been used to establish relations of domination effecting virtually everyone in the 
West. At the same time, gender roles are the results of power relations that must 
continually be reenacted if they are to persist. 

Foucault's sinister account of the political realm as one in which war is conducted by 
other means is subject to challenge. One might wonder if this need be true of every 
political realm. More pointedly, one might challenge the conceptual matrix that Foucault 
has in part manufactured and in part appropriated for discussing the political sphere. We 
might ask ourselves what investments are we making if we choose to follow Foucault and 
adopt a rhetoric of war and peace, of productive power, of domination and oppression 
produced through power relations, as the language in which to come to terms with our 
relations to one another. However, whether one decides to follow Foucault or not, what 
cannot be easily dismissed is the mounting body of theory, literature, and media 
information suggesting that something is awry in our culture, that there is something 
fundamentally problematic about patriarchal modes of being with one another, that there 
is something problematic in the ways that gender roles are modeled and lived in 
contemporary society. 

In Language, Gender, Politics, we will explore how our articulated conceptual 
frameworks, our social structures, and our vision of ourselves are related to one another 
taking as our focus the attempts by a variety of gender theorists to come to terms with 
what is commonly termed our patriarchal culture. This investigation will provide an 
opportunity for considering the function of ideology in society and will involve us in an 
extended engagement with three figures whom Paul Ricoeur calls the masters of 
suspicion: Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud. In brief, these three thinkers suggest that the 
articulations of society regarding its understanding of the world, itself, and its members 
conceal an underlying "reality" which can be discovered only by employing a 
hermeneutics of suspicion; we must strip surface reality to reveal the underlying "truth" 
of things. Gender theorists have drawn heavily upon these masters of suspicion even as 
they have transformed and reinterpreted some of their fundamental assumptions. In the 
latter half of the course, we will consider the contributions and puzzles that 
postmodernists such as Foucault, taking their cue from the hermeneutics of suspicion, 
have posed for gender theory and what alternatives are available to gender theorists in 
light of the issues developed in postmodernist thought. More specifically, we will 
consider what contribution a hermeneutics of the given, such as that developed by Paul 
Ricoeur, can make to the conversation. 

 
REQUIRED TEXTS 

Michel Foucault. The History of Sexuality, vol. I. New York: Vintage Books. ISBN 0-
394-74026-2 
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These works may be purchased at the college bookstore. 
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Imagination. Ed. Mario J. Valdes. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1991, pp. 43-63. 
Paul Ricoeur. "Myth as the Bearer of Possible Worlds" in Reflection and Imagination. 
Ed. Mario J. Valdes. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1991, pp. 43-63. 
Paul Ricoeur. "Life: A Story in Search of a Narrator" in Reflection and Imagination. Ed. 
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York Press, 2001. 
Karen J. Warren. "The Power and the Promise of Ecological Feminism" in 
Environmental Philosophy: From Animal Rights to Radical Ecology, Third Edition. Eds. 
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Selections from these works may be found on reserve. 

Internet Site of Interest 

Voice of the Shuttle: Gender Studies Page 
http://vos.ucsb.edu/shuttle/gender.html 

COURSE REQUIREMENTS 

Class Assignments: Regular class attendance and participation are expected. Missing 
more than three classes during the term may result in failure of the course. You are also 
responsible for leading class discussion on assigned readings, placing them in the context 
of larger course issues. You will hand in one piece of finished writing, three to four pages 



in length, on one of these readings. (30%) 

Journals During the term, you will turn in eight two-page journals focusing on readings 
that are to be discussed in the class in which the journal is submitted. Besides showing a 
familiarity with assigned texts, the entries constitute an opportunity to develop the ability 
to read critically (i.e., with discernment regarding what is important given particular 
interests, etc.) and to make reasoned evaluations. Accordingly, the journals should 
indicate what you take to be important, insightful, misguided, etc., in the readings and 
why you hold the position that you do. Outstanding entries will develop connections 
between assigned readings and general course themes. (40%) 

Message Boards Each week, you will submit at least one message board. A minimum of 
one third of your message boards should be a response to a message board initiated by 
another member of the class. (30%) 

 
WEEK TOPICS AND READINGS 

1/16 Course Introduction: The movement for sexual equality in modern Western society 
can in the broadest sense be said to move in two directions. There are those who attempt 
to draw upon the world-view, the values, the traditions informing Western culture in 
order to argue for gender equality. On the other hand, there are those who attempt in 
some way to challenge, undermine, question, or transform Western culture in order to 
address various forms of oppression based on gender. It is with the latter that we shall 
concern ourselves in this course. We shall focus on work informed by three 
hermeneutical orientations, those of Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud. What these share in 
common for our purposes is that they all suggest the possibility that our very use of sex 
and gender categories, even when put in the service of ending oppression, can, and 
perhaps must, work to perpetuate gender oppression. 

1/23 We will begin the course by briefly considering the more traditional approach of 
drawing upon Western values and the predominant modern Western world-view for 
addressing issues of gender equality, as an understanding of it will help in coming to 
terms with positions that stand contrary to it. 

Reading: Tong. "Liberal Feminism." 

1/30 Paul Ricoeur demarcates what he calls the three hermeneutics of suspicion: 
Marxism, Nietzscheanism, and Freudianism. Each of these considers that the given, the 
received, the perceived, is deceptive. Marx finds below the surface of society the play of 
economic forces. Nietzsche finds beneath all structures of meaning the will to power. 
Freud finds beneath the conscious, the preconscious and the unconscious. Theorists 
concerned with gender issues have appealed to all three hermeneutical strains for 
inspiration. 

We turn now to consider how gender theorists have mined Marxist theory in order to 



challenge the prevailing cultural ethos. Marx views ideology as fundamentally distorting 
an underlying reality that can be made manifest once the distortion is lifted. Feminists 
and others suggest that gender oppression is a function of ideological distortion. A 
hermeneutics of suspicion formulated along Marxist lines offers a means of lifting the 
distortion and bringing to the surface a liberating underlying reality. 

When considering gender theorists' appropriations of Marxist theory, four questions 
emerge: 

1. Can gender stratification be accounted for solely in terms of economic developments 
and the development of oppressive ideologies? Is there a biological component to gender 
stratification? 

2. Might the development of capitalism itself lead to the emancipation of women and 
men from gender expectations? 

3. Is it sufficient to assign only a distorting function to ideology? 

4. Is Marxism capable of explaining gender oppression given the cross-cultural character 
of gender oppression? 

Readings: Tong. "Marxist Feminism." 
Friedan. "The Sexual Sell" from The Feminine Mystique 
Delphy. "Continuities and Discontinuities in Marriage and Divorce."  
Kessler-Harris. "Women, Work, and the Social Order." 
Huber. "A Theory of Gender Stratification." 
D'Emilio. "Capitalism and Gay Identity." 
 
2/6 Drawing upon the work of Monique Wittig and Simon de Beauvoir, we will consider 
the strengths and limitations of a Marxist approach to conceiving of gender relations. 

Wittig. "One is not Born a Woman." 
Beauvoir. Introduction to The Second Sex 
Beauvoir. "The Mother" 
Beauvoir. "The Woman in Love" 

2/13 After completing the discussion of Marx and gender theory, we will turn to the 
second hermeneutics of suspicion: Nietzscheanism. We will also consider the work of 
contemporary poststructuralist thinkers whose insights regarding language bear 
Nietzschean marks and have had a great impact in contemporary discussions of sex and 
gender. We will conclude by seeing how these approaches can be used to provide 
insightful analyses of political discourse and policy. 

Readings: Barrett. "Nietzsche" 
Nietzsche. "On Truth and Lies in a Nonmoral Sense" 
Derrida. "Difference." 



Kessler. "The Medical Construction of Gender." 
Stein. The Mismeasure of Desire, ch. 4. 

2/20 Gender theorists influenced by postmodernism draw heavily upon the insights of 
Nietzsche for, at the very least, inspiration in the development of their accounts of power 
relations in contemporary Western society. We will focus primarily on the work of 
Michel Foucault to consider where a view that claims that there is no "real" underpinning 
appearance might take us in our consideration of the nature and function of gender 
categories. 

Reading: Sawicki. Disciplining Foucault, chs. 1&2 
Foucault. The History of Sexuality, Vol. I, parts I-III. 

2/27 Continued consideration of Foucault in light of essays by Audre Lourde and Janet 
Halley. 

Readings Lourde. "Age, Race, Class and Sex: Women Redefining Difference". 
Halley. "The Status/Conduct Distinction in the 1993 Revisions to Military Anti-Gay 
Policy: A Legal Archaeology." 

3/6 Spring Break 

3/13 We turn now to the third hermeneutics of suspicion: Freudianism. Gender theorists 
generally and feminists in particular have a love/hate relationship with Freud. Freud's 
work can be used to problematize essentialist claims regarding gender and gender 
identity, and it has also been used to promote ideals of normalcy that support the 
subordination of women to men and that inscribe definite sexual roles and gender 
identities as "normal." We will attempt a more complex story of Freud taking as our 
inspiration the works of Jacques Lacan, Julie Kristeva, and Luce Irigaray. This will 
provide a space for considering Judith Butler's nuanced discussion of the ways in which 
sex and gender identities constitute and constrain the self. 

Readings: Brenner. An Elementary Textbook on Psychoanalysis, chs. 1-7 
Freud. An excerpt from ch. 3 of The Ego and the Id 
Freud. Some Psychical Consequences of the Anatomical Distinction Between the Sexes 
Freud. Beyond the Pleasure Principle, pp. 3-39. 
Kristeva. "From One Identity to an Other." 
Irigaray "The Sex which is not One." 
Irigaray. "Women on the Market." 
Irigaray. An Ethics of Sexual Difference (selection) 

 
3/20 Continued discussion of Freud, Kristeva and Irigaray 

Readings: Brenner. An Elementary Textbook on Psychoanalysis,  
chs. 1-7 



Freud. An excerpt from ch. 3 of The Ego and the Id 
Freud. Some Psychical Consequences of the Anatomical Distinction Between the Sexes 
Freud. Beyond the Pleasure Principle, pp. 3-39. 
Kristeva. "From One Identity to an Other." 
Irigaray. "The Sex which is not One." 
Irigaray. "Women on the Market." 
Irigaray. An Ethics of Sexual Difference (selection) 

3/27 Butler's work owes much to Nietzsche, Foucault, Freud, and Lacan. This  
is not to say that it is derivative. Rather, Butler's texts enable us to see where a 
hermeneutics of suspicion can lead and at the same time open directions not considered 
by the thinkers we have considered thus far. Most notably, while Butler's work makes 
apparent the pitfalls of identity politics, it at the same time forces us to contend with the 
reality of our selves as constructed, thereby making it difficult to pursue a simplistic 
agenda of liberation through the delegitimization of sex and gender as "merely 
constructed." 

Reading: Butler. excitable speech, Introduction and ch. 1 

4/3 Consideration of Butler continued. 

Reading: Butler. excitable speech, chs. 2&4 

4/10 Building on Judith Butler's work, though in a way that she might not wholly 
approve, we will consider whether a hermeneutics of suspicion must be supplemented by 
a hermeneutics of the given, one which opens the possibility that articulations of identity 
can "speak truth." We will attempt to accomplish this in a way that does justice to the 
insights developed through our discussion of hermeneutics of suspicion and Foucault's 
work by enlisting the work of two thinkers who are stalwart opponents of "grand 
narratives": Jean-Francois Lyotard and Emanuel Levinas. In so doing, we will rely 
primarily on the work of Paul Ricoeur and Sean O'Connell to develop an understanding 
of our articulations that works from an understanding of disclosure of meaning that does 
not presume a "given" or a "grand narrative," but that can honor the testimony of those 
who make identity claims. 

Readings: Levinas. "Truth of Disclosure and Truth of Testimony." 
Levinas. "Peace and Proximity." 
Ricoeur. "What is a Text? Explanation and Understanding" 
Ricoeur. "Myth as the Bearer of Possible Worlds" 
Ricoeur. "Life: A Story in Search of a Narrator" 
O'Connell. Outspeak: Narrating Identities that Matter, chs. 
3-4 

4/17 Continued development of a hermeneutical approach to articulations of gender 
identity that attempts at once to honor such claims and to honor a Foucauldian suspicion 



of them. 

Readings: Ricoeur. "What is a Text? Explanation and Understanding" 
Ricoeur. "Myth as the Bearer of Possible Worlds" 
Ricoeur. "Life: A Story in Search of a Narrator" 
O'Connell. Outspeak: Narrating Identities that Matter,  
chs.3-4 

4/25 We will consider whether the approach to interpreting identity claims developed by 
O'Connell in light of the work of Ricoeur and Levinas is able to meet the challenges that 
Foucault and others might pose and whether it provides a more promising alternative to 
their views for those interested in promoting social change. To facilitate this undertaking, 
we will look at the work of several gender theorists who appeal to myths and symbols at 
work in the culture in order to mount an attack against the predominating ethos. 

Readings: Warren. "The Power and the Promise of Ecological Feminism." 
Fiorenza. "In Search of Women's Heritage" 
McNeill. The Church and the Homosexual, ch. 6 

5/1 Concluding Remarks 
 


