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This course follows the history of science fiction and fantasy (SF/F) as artistic 

genres and focuses on their potential for poignant social critique and for the 

imagining of alternative social, political, and economic circumstances, 

especially for women. Becoming familiar with multiple modes of feminist 

critique will frame our readings and discussions, allowing us—as readers, 

consumers, critics—to better define the roles of gender, sexuality, and race in 

our world. Attendant to both literature and popular culture, we will explore 

ways in which gender identities have been constructed, received, interpreted, 

challenged, and revolutionized throughout the course of American history. 

Texts include Herland (1915), Wonder Woman (1941), The Female Man 

(1975), Alien (1979) Xena (1995), Buffy (1997), The Hunger Games (2008), 

Ms. Marvel (2014), and more. 
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By the end of the course a student should be able to: 

o Explain the evolution of feminism as a social justice movement, 

including intersections with racial and LGBT/queer rights movements; 

o Understand that social values, schema, and worldviews are neither 

biological nor universal, but are socio-culturally mediated; 

o Engage contemporary cultural critique by learning to seek out scholarly 

and popular media sources of information, to judge that information, and 

to learn best practices for combatting misinformation; 

o Make social change a goal of everyday cultural participation; 

o Practice writing skills in various contexts: book reviews, short-form 

articles, scholarly critique, personal reflection, research paper; 

o Turn unsupported opinion into evidence argumentation; 

o Improve critical thinking through respectful, active discussion of a 

variety of cultural texts. 
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The following texts are reported in the order of our reading. Feel free to buy used or new copies, 

hardcover or paperback. I have listed the cover price, though you can often find them cheaper 

online (Amazon, Barnes and Noble, Half Price Books, etc.), at a local used bookstore, or, even, 

at a comic book store. I expect students to bring every reading to class in order to facilitate class 

discussions. All readings that do not need to be bought will be provided in PDF format and 

should be brought to class printed. 

C
o

u
rs

e 
  R

ea
d

in
g

s 

 

Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Herland. Dover Thrift Editions. Dover 

Publications, 1998. 128 pgs. $3.50. 

Larbalestier, Justine, ed., Daughters of Earth: Feminist Science 

Fiction in the Twentieth Century. Wesleyan University Press, 

2006. 424 pgs. $29.95. 

Joanna Russ, The Female Man. Beacon Press, 2000. Originally 

published, 1975. Any edition will suffice. 224 pgs. $16.00. 

Octavia Butler, Dawn. 1988. Any edition will suffice. There are two 

different collections that pair Dawn with its sequels: Xenogenesis 

(Guild America, 1989) and Lilith’s Brood (Grand Central 

Publishing, 2000). 

Suzanne Collins, The Hunger Games. Scholastic Press, 2010. 384 pgs. 

$10.99. 

G. Willow Wilson and Adrian Alphona, Ms. Marvel, Volume 1: No 

Normal. Marvel Comics, 2014. 120 pgs. $15.99 

 

After reading, I expect that books should look well used, bearing the marks of pencils, pens, 

highlighters, dog-ears, or even sticky notes--whatever your preferred method/s. These provide 

interaction with the text that allows you to read and recall important aspects much more quickly 

and more vividly, and that ultimately enhances the critical reading experience in a way that 

cannot be achieve with a quick read through. 
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Grading Breakdown: 

Reading responses (1-2 pages), 45% 

Midterm response a scholarly article (3-4 pages), 10% 

Final research paper (8-10 pages), 25% 

Participation and class discussion, 20% 

Grading scale:  

PASSING GRADES: A (94-100%), A- (90-93), B+ (87-89), B (63-86%), B- (80-

82%), C+ (77-79%), C (73-76%), C- (70-72%), D+ (67-69%), D (65-66%), 

FAILING GRADES: D (63-64%), D- (60-62%), F (0-59%) 

 

http://www.amazon.com/dp/0486404293/
http://www.amazon.com/dp/0819566764
http://www.amazon.com/dp/0819566764
http://www.amazon.com/dp/0807062995
http://www.amazon.com/dp/0446603775
http://www.amazon.com/dp/0439023521
http://www.amazon.com/dp/078519021X
http://www.amazon.com/dp/078519021X
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Reading Responses, 45% 

I will give you reading questions with almost all of the reading assignments in preparation for class 

discussion. These responses will be 1-2 pages. Several of the reading responses will be written in 

class. The main purpose of these is to provide regular focal points for considering what you have 

read and as launching pads for group discussion. 

Reading responses should be typed, double spaced, and in 12pt. Times New Roman font. I will 

notice if this is not the case. Generally, should you desire to go over the page limit, you are obliged 

to do so.  

Keep in mind that the length requirements for the response papers are always a range—e.g. 1 to 

2 pages, 2 to 3 pages, etc.—and while you will not be penalized for turning in one or two response 

papers that meet the bare minimum length requirements, consistently (under)achieving the 

minimum will be reflected in your final grade. 

Midterm Response to a Scholarly Article (3-4 pgs.), 10% 

One of the most important components of critical reading and analysis is the ability to place 

scholarly articles, chapters, and books into conversation with the materials they discuss, and to 

use scholarly sources to elaborate, frame, contest, and challenge our own readings of the same 

or similar sources (and vice versa). As such, one of your major assignments is to read and respond 

to a scholarly article, chosen from the list below. 

Each of the articles corresponds, in some way, to one of our focuses from the past few weeks. A 

good review will analyze the argument of the article, its general persuasiveness, and its 

contribution to understanding both the text/s it is paired with and the drive of feminist critique 

of SF/F. The articles below are available on Trunk. 

As a midterm, this review is not only your critical assessment of the article, but also your chance 

to show me what you have learned over the past seven weeks. An enormously useful description 

of how to write this sort of review is available from Australia National University’s Academic 

Skills & Learning Centre: https://academicskills.anu.edu.au/resources/handouts/writing-journal-

article-review  

Articles (in order of their relation to our course schedule): 

For Herland and C.P. Gilman: Prystash, Justin. “Sexual Futures: Feminism and Speculative Fiction in 

the Fin de Siècle.” Science Fiction Studies, 41.2 (July 2014), pp. 341-363. 

For Golden Age comics: Robinson, Lillian S. “Genesis: Departing from Paradise.” Wonder Women: 

Feminisms and Superheroes. New York: Routledge, 2004. pp. 27-63. [This is a chapter about the 

creation and early years of Wonder Woman] 

For Golden Age SF: Any of the companion articles from Larbalestier’s Daughters of the Earth. 

https://academicskills.anu.edu.au/resources/handouts/writing-journal-article-review
https://academicskills.anu.edu.au/resources/handouts/writing-journal-article-review
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For The Female Man and Joanna Russ: (1) Lefanu, Sarah. “The Reader as Subject: Joanna Russ.” In 

the Chinks of the World Machine: Feminism and Science Fiction. London: Women’s Press, 1988. 

pp. 173-198. OR (2) Russ, Joanna. “Amor Vincit Foeminam: The Battle of the Sexes in Science 

Fiction.” Science Fiction Studies, 7.1 (March 1980), pp. 2-15. 

Final Research Paper (8-10 pgs.), 25% 

The final research paper is your chance to apply feminist critique and your skills of scholarly 

analysis, honed throughout the quarter (and hopefully in other courses), to a text outside of our 

course readings. In 8-10 pgs. you will present a critical reading of a text, chosen from the list 

below. You will also draws on scholarly sources (journal articles, chapters from a collection, 

books, etc.) in order to craft an original argument about your chosen text. This paper will be 

completed in several phases, the goal of which is to promote continued, active thought on the 

topic throughout the semester. 

Phase 1: A 300-WORD RESEARCH PROSPECTUS in which you identify the text you will work with 

and what argument you hope to craft about it. You will also submit a PRELIMINARY 

BIBLIOGRAPHY OF 3 (THREE) SECONDARY SOURCES outside of the text. 

Phase 2: An OUTLINE OF YOUR RESEARCH PAPER, with a description of how each section adds to 

your argument and analysis. You will submit, in addition, an ANNOTATED BIBLIOGRAPHY OF 4 

(FOUR) SOURCES outside of the text (these may be annotations of the 3 sources submitted in Phase 

1, plus a fourth, or entirely different sources, if you research has taken a new direction). 

Phase 3: In week nine, you will turn in a FOUR PAGE DRAFT of your final paper. BRING TWO 

COPIES TO CLASS. One you will hand in to me; the other will be used during an in-class, “fly on 

the wall” peer review session. The four pages may be either a draft of the first four pages of your 

final paper, or drafts of four pages’ worth of material from different sections of your paper.  

What you decide to hand in will depend very much on your writing habits. If, however, you 

choose the latter option, please provide guideposts to let the reader (me and your peer reviewers) 

know how a given section fits into your paper as a whole. However, YOU MUST INCLUDE THE 

FOLLOWING in Phase 3: (1) a thesis statement, (2) an introductory paragraph, and (3) you must 

demonstrate use of at least two of your four required secondary sources. 

Phase 4: The final draft, 8-10 pgs., is due during week twelve (the penultimate class meeting). 

This will allow me to read, grade, and give feedback on your papers by our last class meeting.  

Feel free to consult with me about texts to choose, possible ways to approach them, and/or what 

sources might be appropriate to use. Many of the articles we are reading in class present close 

readings of the texts at hand—these are valuable teachers for how to construct a research paper. 

Participation and Class Discussion, 20% 

Participation is key to both your learning and to a positive classroom environment. As such, your 

attendance at every class meeting is required. However, you are allowed TWO absences for 

illness, major religious holidays, family or personal crises, etc.; a THIRD ABSENCE WILL 

CONSTITUTE FAILURE of the course. Exceptions for extreme circumstances will be made. 
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When you are going to be absent, your homework (and reading, for that matter) is still due, since 

each of the readings and assignments are constitutive of a comprehensive goal: the examination 

of various elements of SF/F and feminist critique. IF YOU ARE GOING TO BE ABSENT, PLEASE 

EMAIL ME THE HOMEWORK DUE FOR THAT CLASS DAY. 

A final word: I view attendance as participation. You will note that participation is worth a fifth 

of your overall grade; this is because a class cannot be produce if students do not read the 

material, engage with others in class, and learn both from the lecturer and from one another. 

Your insights are valuable. You are either in class, attentive, prepared (with all required 

materials), and participating for the duration of the class or you are considered absent for that 

class. Additionally, if a student engages in behavior that disrespects or hinders the learning 

process in the class, they will be asked to leave and will be marked absent. 

Course Schedule 

All reading and assignments are due on the dates listed below. 

Feminism and SF/F  

Introduction: Feminism and SF/F? (Week 1) 

Introductory remarks and getting to know one another. 

In-class writing: “What does feminism mean to you and for you? What do you think is its place 

in contemporary culture?” 

Lecture and discussion—broad overview of the histories of feminism and SF/F and the layout 

of our course, what we can (and don’t have time to) address in our inquiries 

Shaping Feminism, 1910s-1950s 

Charlotte Perkins Gilman and Herland (Week 2) 

READ: Gilman’s Herland, enitre book (it’s very short) 

Walters, Margaret, “Fighting for the Vote: suffragists” and “Fighting for the Vote: 

suffragettes,” from Feminism: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford UP, 2005). Available 

on Trunk. 

DUE: 1-2 page response to the reading 

LECTURE & DISCUSSION—the early feminist movement and its pre-history and how this comes 

to intersect with science fiction; second half on Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s life and legacy. 

Golden Age Comics: Divas, Dames, Daredevils (Week 3) 

READ: Selections from Mike Madrid’s Divas, Dames, and Daredevils available on Trunk. 

Original 1941 Wonder Woman comics available on Trunk 

Select chapter from Lepore, Jill. The Secret History of Wonder Woman. New York: Knopf, 

2014. 

DUE: Phase 1 of the Final Research Paper—research paper proposal (300 words maximum) 

with preliminary bibliography 
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LECTURE & DISCUSSION—William Moulton Marston, Wonder Woman’s creator, as well as on 

the history of comic books in the early twentieth century and why they are useful objects of 

scholarly analysis. 

“No Woman Born”: Gender and Golden Age SF (Week 4) 

READ: C.L. Moore, “No Woman Born” available on Trunk 

Chapters 1-3 of Larbalestier’s Daughters of Earth (just the short stories; see the description 

of the midterm assignment, above, if you are interested in reading and writing about the 

accompanying essays). 

De Beauvoir, Simone. “Introduction.” The Second Sex. New York: Vintage Books, 1974. xv-

xxxiv. Originally published, 1952. 

DUE: 1-2 page response. Please, put your reading and understanding of De Beauvoir’s 

“Introduction” in conversation with one or two of the four short stories read this week. 

LECTURE & DISCUSSION—Golden Age SF that covers the minute role of women as creators, 

gender roles in post-war/early Cold War America, and the early stirrings of a second wave 

feminism in the 1950s. 

News Waves: The 1960s-1980s  

Joanna Russ and the Emergence of Feminist SF, Part I (Week 5) 

READ: First half of The Female Man. 

Chapter 4 of Larbalestier’s Daughters of Earth, “No Light in the Window” 

DUE: 1-2 page response to The Female Man and “No Light in the Window” 

LECTURE & DISCUSSION—will focus on the development of “second wave” feminism and its 

importance to the emergence of gender-conscious SF in the 1970s, and will give explicit 

context to Joanna Russ and her book. We will explore some alternate uses of women in SF 

from the time, notably in Star Wars, Star Trek, Planet of the Apes, Barbarella, and other 

widely popular media. In class we will also watch David Higgins’s New Wave Science Fiction, 

a YouTube video-lecture that provides a fantastic overview of the emergence and central 

themes of this pivotal moment in SF history. 

Joanna Russ and the Emergence of Feminist SF, Part II (Week 6) 

READ: Second half of The Female Man 

Chapter 5 of Larbalestier’s Daughters of Earth. 

DUE: Phase 2 of the Final Research Paper—an outline of your research paper 

LECTURE & DISCUSSION—New Wave science fiction, following the Higgins video; lecture this 

week will give special attention to the prolific writings of feminist SF authors, their major 

texts, their messages, their engagement with the feminist movement. I will also introduce next 

week’s text, Alien, and discuss the midterm project due next week. 
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Feminism and Horror: Ridley Scott’s Alien (Week 7) 

READ: Haggstrom, Jason. “Reassessing Alien: Sexuality and the Anxieties of Men.” Reel3. 

Available on Trunk as PDF or at: http://reel3.com/reassessing-alien-sexuality-and-the-

anxieties-of-men/.  

Shone, Tom. ““Woman: The Other Alien in Alien”: Why are academics so obsessed with 

Ridely Scott’s movie and its sequels? Plus: An Alien bibliography.” Slate. Available on 

Trunk as PDF or at: 

http://www.slate.com/articles/arts/culturebox/2012/06/prometheus_why_are_academics_

so_obsessed_with_ridley_scott_s_alien_and_its_sequels_.html   

Both articles are short pieces, that latter a rather casual overview. Pay especial attention to 

the framing Haggstrom gives to both feminism and “the anxieties of men” in the late 1970s, 

since this is crucial to understanding Alien’s importance to feminist film theory and the 

history of science fiction (and the horror genre) in general. 

DUE: Midterm Response to a Scholarly Article (3-4pgs), 10% 

WATCH Alien (1979) in class 

Octavia Butler and Intersectional Feminist SF, Part I (Week 8) 

READ: First half of Dawn. 

Chapter 9 of Larbalestier’s Daughters of Earth, “The Evening and the Morning and the 

Night” by Octavia Butler 

DUE: 1-2 page response to Dawn and “The Evening…” 

LECTURE & DISCUSSION—We will spend a considerable amount of time discussing the film 

from last week and parsing the relationship between the film and feminist film theories, partly 

presented in the two short article assigned last week. Then, we will transition to a lecture on 

Octavia Butler, intersectionality in social justice movements, black feminism, and the history 

and legacy of black SF writers, women in particular. 

Octavia Butler and Intersectional Feminist SF, Part II (Week 9) 

READ: Second half of Dawn. 

Butler, Octavia. “Bloodchild.” A disturbing, provocative short story available on Trunk. 

MacFarlane, Alex Dally. “Post-Binary Gender in SF: Introduction.” Tor.com. Available as a 

PDF on Trunk or at: http://www.tor.com/blogs/2014/01/post-binary-gender-in-sf-

introduction  

DUE: Phase 3 of the Final Research Paper—a four page draft of the final paper 

LECTURE & DISCUSSION—While last week we spent much of our discussion on Alien and our 

lecture on Butler and black feminism, SF, and intersectionality, we will spend this week mostly 

talking constructively and critically about Butler’s fantastic, difficult novel and the two short 

stories of hers that we’ve read.  

http://reel3.com/reassessing-alien-sexuality-and-the-anxieties-of-men/
http://reel3.com/reassessing-alien-sexuality-and-the-anxieties-of-men/
http://www.slate.com/articles/arts/culturebox/2012/06/prometheus_why_are_academics_so_obsessed_with_ridley_scott_s_alien_and_its_sequels_.html
http://www.slate.com/articles/arts/culturebox/2012/06/prometheus_why_are_academics_so_obsessed_with_ridley_scott_s_alien_and_its_sequels_.html
http://www.tor.com/blogs/2014/01/post-binary-gender-in-sf-introduction
http://www.tor.com/blogs/2014/01/post-binary-gender-in-sf-introduction
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Strong Female Characters and Post-Feminism  

Warrior Women: The Problem of “Strong Female Characters” (Week 10) 

READ: Selected comics, available on Trunk, which may include Red Sonja (1980s), Amethyst, 

Princess of Gemworld (1970s), and Wonder Woman (1980s, Pérez era).  

Mlawski, Shana. “Why Strong Female Characters Are Bad for Women.” Overthinking It. 

Available as a PDF on Trunk or at: http://www.overthinkingit.com/2008/08/18/why-

strong-female-characters-are-bad-for-women/  

Anderson, Kristin J. “Consumerism, Individualism, and Anti-Activism.” Modern Misogyny: 

Anti-Feminism in a Post-Feminist Era. Oxford: Oxford UP, 2014. 1-20.  

The two articles this week complement each other rather well—the first is a media piece by a 

well-educated critic, the second is the first chapter from a recent, and fantastic, study of post- 

and anti-feminism since the 1990s. While important points may be relatable to the assigned 

readings—and I certainly encourage you to draw connections in your responses or in class 

discussion—their greatest use will be for critiquing the videos watched in class. Please keep 

this in mind when writing your responses! 

DUE: 1-2 page response, really a critical reaction piece to the comics read this week and their 

articulation of gender roles, norms, stereotypes, or of femininity and masculinity.  

WATCH selected episodes and clips from Buffy the Vampire Slayer (1997-2003), Xena (1995-

1999), and Farscape (1999-2003), lecture/discussing in the interstices the relation of these 

texts to the “strong female character” trope, of the critique Mlawski’s article makes, and of 

Anderson’s chapter and the concept of post-feminism. I will formally lay out the history of 

“strong female characters,” using the comics we read in preparation to guide us through that 

character type’s instantiation and development. 

Reclaiming Warrior Women: Hunger Games (Week 11) 

READ: Collins, Suzanne. Hunger Games.  

I am asking you to please read all of Collins’s Hunger Games, a book meant for Young 

Adults. It is a fast-paced and, at least for me, an engrossing read. Please DO NOT substitute 

reading the book with watching the movie.  

DUE: Nothing due. Please take the time to complete the reading and to prepare for the final 

draft of the research paper, due next week. 

LECTURE & DISCUSSION—will cover the growth in Young Adult fiction of “strong female 

characters” and their widespread popularity. We will again reference the Mlawski and 

Anderson readings, and think critically about feminism in post-feminist times. We will also 

read a short article in class, since it presents statistics on women writers and characters in genre 

fiction and the book market: Connolly, Susan E. “The Issue of Gender in Genre Fiction: A 

Detailed Analysis.” Clarkesworld. I will print and bring copies to class, though it will also be 

available as PDF on Trunk or at: http://clarkesworldmagazine.com/connolly_06_14/  

Ms. Marvel and Popular Feminisms (Week 12) 

READ: Ms. Marvel by G. Willow Wilson and Adrian Alphona (Marvel Comics, 2014). 

http://www.overthinkingit.com/2008/08/18/why-strong-female-characters-are-bad-for-women/
http://www.overthinkingit.com/2008/08/18/why-strong-female-characters-are-bad-for-women/
http://clarkesworldmagazine.com/connolly_06_14/
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It’s a short, fun read. Pay particular attention to the ways in which Wilson articulates 

various aspects of Kamala’s identity. 

DUE: Phase 4 of the Final Research Paper (8-10pgs), 25%. I will have these back and graded 

with comments, by our next class meeting—or sweets for you! 

LECTURE & DISCUSSION—We’ll hand in our final research papers, discuss topics and findings 

and the research process. Then I will give a lecture on the diversification movement in the 

comics industry since the early 2000s and further some of the concepts (post-feminism, 

neoliberalism) that we have been using the last few weeks, addressing particularly the use of 

“diverse” (i.e. non-white, non-male, non-heterosexual) characters to sell more comics and 

interpellate new readers. Then we will discuss Ms. Marvel in all of its odd, fangirlish 

complexity, relating it explicitly to the lecture and previous course readings.  

Everyday Critique and Feminism in Popular Culture (Week 13) 

During our last session I will provide a brief recap of all of the concepts, writers, creators, 

movies, TV shows, comics, novels, short stories, movements, and articles we have read, 

watched, listened to, and discussed. This should hopefully be a productive “look back” at what 

we’ve done, while also highlighting how much more there is in the way of feminist uses—and 

critiques—of SF/F and its attendant communities. 

I will also hand back Final Research Papers and ask for feedback on the texts, assignments, and 

structure of the course—as much for my benefit as for future students’. Should time allow, I 

would also like us to watch a highly popular recent movie featuring two female protagonists: 

Disney’s Frozen. I want to use this as a testing ground for putting everyday critique and 

conversation about race, gender, sexuality, and other forms of inequality into action. 
 


