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Feminist Perspectives on Communication
CMMU 4020/5020

Fall, 2005
MW 4:00-5:15

PROFESSOR

Dr. Sonja K. Foss

Office:  102-D Plaza Building

Telephone:  303-556-5526 (office); 303-355-5320 (home)

E-mail:  Sonja.Foss@ucdenver.edu

Fax:  303-556-6018 (office); 303-355-6325 (home)

Office hours:  Mondays and Wednesdays, 2:30-3:45 and by appointment

(For more information on the professor, see the final pages of the syllabus)

COURSE OBJECTIVES

This course is designed to provide an introduction to the theories of communication offered by eight feminist theorists:  Cheris Kramarae, bell hooks, Gloria Anzaldúa, Mary Daly, Starhawk, Trinh T. Minh-ha, Sally Miller Gearhart, and Sonia Johnson. We will use their theories to discover ways in which they challenge and transform our understanding of communication and as starting points to question, contemplate, imagine, and revision our professional, academic, and personal lives.

Each theorist’s work will be explored in five dimensions:  (1) her biography, providing a context for understanding her orientation to the world; (2) the nature of the world as explicated by the theorist or the context she describes for communication; (3) the definition of feminism she offers; (4) the nature of the rhetor or communicator the theorist sees as responding to the world she describes; (5) the communication options the theorist sees as available for creating change; and (6) the ways in which the theorist challenges and transforms our understanding of communication.

MISSION


The mission of the Communication Department is to create a learning environment in which students develop the skills, knowledge, and abilities necessary to use communication to create a more civil and humane world.  Many of the theorists we will be studying in this course are working to create such a world through their theories and practice.  Their ideas and actions can serve as models for us for enacting the Department’s mission.

TEXTBOOKS

The textbooks for the course are:  (1) Feminist Rhetorical Theories by Sonja K. Foss, Karen A. Foss, and Cindy L. Griffin (Sage Publications); and (2) Readings in Feminist Rhetorical Theory, ed. Karen A. Foss, Sonja K. Foss, and Cindy L. Griffin (Sage Publications).  Reading assignments are indicated on the schedule at the end of the syllabus.

REQUIRED ACTIVITIES

1. Questions for Discussion:  Bring to class for each of the eight theorists a question (written, but not necessarily typed) that you would like to contribute to class discussion.  These questions should be concerned with “how” and “why” more so than with “what” issues.  In other words, the questions should not simply involve summarizing a theorist’s ideas.  They also should focus, as much as possible, on communication issues.  See the schedule at the end of the syllabus for the exact dates on which questions are due.  Submission of all eight questions, with the questions reflecting thought and insight, constitutes a grade of “A” for this portion of the final grade.  Submission of seven questions constitutes a grade of “B” and six questions a grade of “C.”  The submission of fewer than six of the questions will result in a grade of “D” for this portion of the final grade.  The questions for class discussion combined constitute 10% of the final grade.

2.
Discussion Facilitation:  In collaboration with other class members (we will be dividing into groups for this assignment), facilitate discussion about and coordinate activities related to the work and ideas of one of the theorists we study in class.  You are responsible for the discussion on the theorist for one hour of the class period.  Your task is to share the contents of the reading with the class in an interactive and creative way.  You may use visual aids, handouts, exercises, or any other devices that effectively engage your classmates and motivate them to participate in the discussion.  You are not expected to deliver a speech or lecture the class.  Your primary goal is to spark classroom discussion.  Your grade will be based on your ability to generate and maintain a lively and thoughtful discussion that is clear and helpful to the class.  



Everyone in the group should be involved in the group facilitation in some way.  A group grade will be given for the presentation, and all members of the group will receive the same grade for the facilitation.  The discussion facilitation is worth 20% of the final grade.

3.        Think Pieces:  Papers (approximately 3 pages, typed, double spaced) on five of the theorists covered in class (for undergraduates) and six of the theorists (for graduate students).  You may choose which of the eight theorists covered to leave out, although you must write one of your think pieces on either Sally Miller Gearhart or Sonia Johnson.  These think pieces may be written in response to questions I have developed (see handout) or may be reflections that allow you to pursue your own intellectual interests.  These think pieces should not be chapter or article abstracts, summaries of readings, or expressive essays.  Think pieces will be graded according to the following criteria: (a) Quality of the insights generated; (b) Clear thesis--one clear major idea is the focus of the paper and is the point of all of the ideas discussed; and (c) Integration of or reference to the readings.  See the schedule at the end of the syllabus for the dates on which the think pieces are due.  Think pieces combined are worth 40% of the final grade.

4.         Final Paper:  A paper approximately 10 pages long (15 pages for graduate students) on one of the following topics:

A. Select one of the theorists discussed in class and develop a proposal for a project in which you implement her theory.  In other words, how might her perspective on communication be “taken to the streets” or translated into action?  This project might take the form, for example, of an application to your personal life, an application to the organization where you work, or a proposal for the creation of a community organization.  If you’d prefer, you may draw on several of the theorists discussed in class for this paper rather than confining yourself to the ideas of one theorist.

B. Select an area or theory in the communication field (such as interpersonal communication, small group communication, public relations, or persuasion) and explain how that area or theory would change when examined from a feminist perspective.  Would the major concepts or constructs change?  Would different questions be asked?  Would there be a different goal for the area or the theory?  Would relationships among concepts or constructs change?  Use the ideas of at least three of the theorists study as the starting place for your reconceptualization.

C. Develop and describe your own feminist communication theory.  Use the readings, class discussion, and the issues raised by the think pieces to construct your own theory of the nature and function of communication from a feminist perspective.  You may want to keep a journal throughout the semester of your reactions to various ideas so you will have these easily accessible when the time comes to construct your theory.  Please include in your paper an explication of your theory in these areas:  (1) The nature of the world to which your theory responds:  What do you see as the primary condition of the world your theory is addressing? (2) Definition of feminism:  What is your definition of feminism, and what relationship do you see between feminism and communication? (3) Rhetor:  Whom do you see as the rhetor or communicator who is best able to address the condition you have defined? and (4) Communication options:  What do you see as the most effective communication options for addressing the conditions you described?  (Be sure to specify how you are defining effective.)

            D.  Select a theorist not covered in class and describe her feminist theory, using the components of theory with which we approached the feminist theorists in this class.  This theorist may come from outside the formal communication discipline.  Possible theorists are:  Judith Butler, Judy Chicago, Hélène Cixous, Donna Haraway, Sandra Harding, Julia Kristeva, Ursula LeGuin, Audre Lorde, Chandra Mohanty, Robin Morgan, Toni Morrison, Dale Spender, and Alice Walker.  

            E.  Drawing on several or all of the theorists studied in this course, lay out a feminist agenda for the 21st century.  Include major content areas that feminism will need to address, ways of achieving transformation and change, and ways in which individuals can contribute to this agenda.  Provide a rationale for your choices from several of the theorists we have studied.

The final paper is worth 30% of the final grade and is due by 5:00 p.m. on Monday, Dec, 12.  You may deliver the paper to my mailbox in the Plaza Building (room 102-A), fax it to me at 303-355-6325, or e-mail it to me at Sonja.Foss@ucdenver.edu.  

GRADING

1.  
Computation of final grade:  The final grade for the course will be computed as follows:  Discussion questions: 10%; discussion facilitation: 20%; think pieces: 40%; and final paper: 30%.

2.
Late assignments:  Papers that are not turned in on the specified day will be given a grade that is one lower than the one deserved for each day the paper is late.  For example, an “A” paper submitted one day late will be given a grade of “B”; if it is submitted two days late, the grade will be a “C.”  If you are ill or encounter some other documentable emergency that prevents you from turning an assignment in on time, please notify me before the paper is due, and it will not be counted late.

3.
Form and content grades:  In addition to the “regular” grade given for content or substance, papers will be given a form grade for punctuation, grammar, and style. This grade will not be used in computing the final grade unless a student is borderline (for example, between a B+ and an A-).  In such cases, the form grades will be added together; if the total is a B or above, the student will be given the higher grade; if the total is a B- or lower, the student will be given the lower grade.

4.
Incomplete grades.  Incomplete grades will not be given for low grades.  To be eligible for an incomplete grade, students must have completed 75% of the course successfully and have special circumstances outside of their control that preclude completion of the course.

5.
Extra credit.  No extra credit options will be given in the class.

POLICIES

1.  
Attendance is expected at classes.  Your decision to take this class is the decision to attend the class every time it meets.  My decision to teach the class includes the commitment to offer sessions worth attending.  Please let me know if you think I’m not doing that.

2, 
Please use sex-neutral language in your papers and class discussions.  Because the language we use encourages us to think and act in particular ways, the use of sex-neutral language will help all of us see women and men on equal terms, participating equally in the world.  For example, use she or he or s/he, write in the plural (they and them), or alternate she and he by paragraphs or pages when the person of whom you are writing or speaking could be of either sex.  Use humankind instead of mankind, chair instead of chairman, and so on.

3.
Please do not behave as a “conversational terrorist” in the class.  Conversational terrorists answer first all the time; talk longer on every subject than everyone else; think that if there is a moment of quiet, they must fill it; and always share their insights because “well, they are good ones, others probably haven’t thought of them, and they sure do need to hear them.”  If you are prone to be a conversational terrorist, please monitor your communication behaviors to allow others the time and air space necessary to share their insights.

4.  
Electronic devices with audible signals such as pagers and cell phones should be turned off during class.

5.  
Add and drop deadlines:  September 1 is the last day to add courses via the web SMART system.  September 7 at 5:00 p.m. is the last day to add courses.  The last day to drop a course for tuition refund and no transcript notation is September 7.  The last day to drop a course without CLAS approval is October 31.

6.  
Some undergraduates will have the opportunity to take the Department’s capstone course (CMMU: 4688 Transitioning from College to Career) before you complete your degree.  In this course, you will be asked to put together a communication portfolio—a compilation of the major projects completed in your communication courses.  Major projects are things like literature reviews, position papers, rhetorical analyses, web sites you’ve designed, and the like.  The possibility that you may one day take our capstone course means that you should keep the think pieces and final paper you write for this course.  Even if you have no intention of taking the Department’s capstone course, a communication portfolio is a valuable asset to have once you graduate and begin looking for a job, so save your papers.

7.
We will be reading a wide range of perspectives and discussing material that can be very intellectually and emotionally challenging.  Please remember that there are no right answers.  In all discussions, our goal is to respect one another and to understand and appreciate rather than to convince others of the correctness of our personal views.

COURSE SCHEDULE

Mon., Aug. 22

Introduction to course and to one another

Wed., Aug. 24    
Definitions of and perspectives on feminism


READING:



Feminist Rhetorical Theories, pgs. 1-32

Mon., Aug. 29
   
Definitions of and perspectives on feminism

Wed., Aug. 31    
Cheris Kramarae:  Video and class discussion



   
READING:  



   

Feminist Rhetorical Theories, pgs. 33-68



   

Readings in Feminist Rhetorical Theory, pgs. 7-44
Mon., Sept. 5    
Labor Day:  No class

Wed., Sept. 7  
  
Cheris Kramarae:  Discussion faciitation



  
DUE:  Discussion questions on Cheris Kramarae

Mon., Sept. 12  
Cheris Kramarae:  Presentation of think pieces


              
DUE:  Think pieces on Cheris Kramarae

Wed., Sept. 14  
bell hooks:  Video and class discussion



  
READING:





Feminist Rhetorical Theories, pgs. 69-100





Readings in Feminist Rhetorical Theory, pgs. 45-73
Mon., Sept. 19  
bell hooks:  Discussion facilitation



  
DUE:  Discussion questions on bell hooks

Wed., Sept. 21  
bell hooks:  Presentation of think pieces


              
DUE:  Think pieces on bell hooks

Mon., Sept. 26  
Gloria Anzaldúa:  Video and class discussion


              
READING:





Feminist Rhetorical Theories, pgs. 101-28





Readings in Feminist Rhetorical Theory, pgs. 75-104
Wed., Sept. 28  
Gloria Anzaldúa:  Discussion facilitation



  
DUE:  Discussion questions on Gloria Anzaldúa


Mon., Oct. 3     
Gloria Anzaldúa:  Presentation of think pieces



 
DUE:  Think pieces on Gloria Anzaldúa

Wed., Oct. 5    
Professor at Feminism(s) and Rhetoric(s) Conference in Michigan:  



No class


Mon., Oct. 10   
Mary Daly:  Video and class discussion



 
READING:  





Feminist Rhetorical Theories, pgs. 129-59





Readings in Feminist Rhetorical Theory, pgs. 105-39
Wed., Oct. 12   
Mary Daly:  Discussion facilitation



 
DUE:  Discussion questions on Mary Daly

Mon., Oct. 17   
Mary Daly:  Presentation of think pieces



  
DUE:  Think pieces on Mary Daly

Wed., Oct. 19
 
Starhawk:  Video and class discussion



  
READING:





Feminist Rhetorical Theories, pgs. 160-90





Readings in Feminist Rhetorical Theory, pgs. 141-78
Mon., Oct. 24   
Starhawk:  Discussion facilitation



 
DUE:  Discussion questions on Starhawk

Wed., Oct. 26   
Starhawk:  Presentation of think pieces



 
DUE:  Think pieces on Starhawk

Mon., Oct. 31   
Trinh T. Minh-ha:  Video and class discussion



  
READING:



  

Feminist Rhetorical Theories, pgs. 227-56



  

Readings in Feminist Rhetorical Theory, pgs. 213-38
Wed., Nov. 2    
Trinh T. Minh-ha:  Discussion facilitation



  
DUE:  Discussion questions on Trinh T. Minh-ha

Mon., Nov. 7    
Trinh T. Minh-ha:  Presentation of think pieces



  
DUE:  Think pieces on Trinh T. Minh-ha

Wed., Nov. 9    
Sally Miller Gearhart:  Video and class discussion



  
READING:





Feminist Rhetorical Theories, pgs. 257-92





Readings in Feminist Rhetorical Theory, pgs. 239-70
Mon., Nov. 14  
Sally Miller Gearhart:  Discussion facilitation



  
DUE:  Discussion questions on Sally Miller Gearhart

Wed., Nov. 16  
Professor attending National Communication Association 





convention in Boston:  No class

Mon., Nov. 21
   
Thanksgiving break:  No class

Wed., Nov. 23   
Thanksgiving break:  No class

Mon., Nov. 28   
Sally Miller Gearhart:  Presentation of think pieces



   
DUE:  Think pieces on Sally Miller Gearhart

Wed., Nov. 30
   
Sonia Johnson:  Video 

                           
READING:





Feminist Rhetorical Theories, pgs. 293-326





Readings in Feminist Rhetorical Theory, pgs. 271-311
Mon., Dec. 5
 
Sonia Johnson:  Discussion facilitation



 
DUE:  Discussion questions on Sonia Johnson

Wed., Dec. 7   

Sonia Johnson:  Presentation of think pieces




DUE:  Think pieces on Sonia Johnson

Mon., Dec. 12   
Final papers due by 5:00







