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Department of Women’s Studies and Feminist Research 

Women’s Studies 2259G – Fertilities, Families, and Feminisms 
Winter 2016  --  Draft Course Syllabus 

 

 

Instructor: TBA 
Office: TBD 
Office Hours: TBD 
Email: TBD  

 
Course Time/Place: TBD 

 
Course Website: All course information, including assignments, will be posted on the course 

OWL Sakai website: https://owl.uwo.ca/portal 
 

COURSE DESCRIPTION 

There are over 7 billion people on the planet, so it is clear that human beings can be considered 
successful at reproduction. Yet we face many significant risks and challenges when having (or 
not having) children, especially when we take into consideration environmental, societal, 
political, and other specific contexts. 

This course takes a comprehensive approach to understanding how reproduction happens (or 
does not happen!). Issues like medical breakthroughs and changing legal policies remain 
fraught with tension in many areas, and this course aims to provide students with a foundation 
of knowledge so that you can better situate feminist theories in general while also learning how 
to critically question cultural norms and practices involving fertility and families. 

We will critically examine and discuss a wide variety of topics spanning contraceptive practices, 
how households emerge, the physical act of pregnancy and childbirth, the practices of being a 
parent, issues intertwined with child-rearing, and more. For example, we will question things like 
– who decides what children learn in sex education classes? Has contraception use changed 
gender roles in the family and society? Just how different are basic family structures around the 
world? What does it actually mean to be a mother or a father? Why are pregnant women told 
not to consume alcohol? Just who is winning the so-called “mommy wars”? Are free-range 
children being raised like chickens? Is having children a selfish or selfless act? How can a child 
have three biological parents?  

Overall, you can expect to learn how biology, culture, emotions, society, individual agency, 
collective norms, legal structures, and more all intertwine to affect how human beings around 
the world and through time have created families. 
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COURSE OBJECTIVES 

By the end of the course, students will  

 Have a comprehensive understanding of how conception, pregnancy, child-birth, and 

child rearing are influenced by culture, biology, society, history, and more. 

 Be able to critically analyze and question parenting stereotypes, as well as 

heteronormative and culture-specific assumptions of how sexuality and gender 

processes play out in families.  

o As part of this, students will gain valuable knowledge based on data and 

narratives that challenge popular myths. 

 Identify the variety of ways that a household may arrange itself, around the world and 

through time. 

 Compare and appreciate the multitude of ways that feminist theory has shifted our 

understandings of fertility, parenthood, and families through time and place. 

 Reflect on the diversity and perseverance that mothers, fathers, and children face 

around the world, and understand how these processes reach far beyond specific 

individuals to affect our entire species.  

 

COURSE MATERIALS 

The following book will be available at the campus Book Store, as well as on reserve at Weldon. 

 Mothers and children: feminist analyses and personal narratives. Chase and Rogers, 

eds. 2001. 

Additional materials will be made available via OWL. 

 

COURSE REQUIREMENTS 

Class Participation        5% 
Discussion Papers (4 papers, 5% each)     20% 
Mid-term Exam         15% 
Essay Proposal         5% 
Essay          30% 
Final Exam          25% 
 

COURSE ASSESSMENT 

Grades are based on a variety of assignments and exams that cover all of the readings, clips, 
and lecture content over the semester. Class participation covers 5% of the grade. A research 
paper amounts to 35% of the final grade: 5% for its proposal, and the remaining 30% for the 
essay itself. Exams count for 40% of the final grade. The remaining 20% is comprised of four 
reader response/discussion papers, each worth 5%. These papers should demonstrate how you 
have engaged with the readings of that week, while drawing insightful connections to your own 
life and thoughts (each around two pages). 
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Class Participation/Attendance 

While attendance will not be taken, your participation and active presence will be noted. 
Discussion is encouraged -- this course includes many open spaces for discussion, and 
sometimes what your classmates have to say might resonate with you more than what I have to 
say! Therefore, you need to demonstrate that you are respectful of lecture and discussion times, 
while also participating as often as you feel comfortable.  

Discussion Papers 

There are four discussion papers due, each worth 5%. These papers should demonstrate how 
you have engaged with the readings of that week, while drawing insightful connections to your 
own life and thoughts. Each paper should be around two pages (approximately 600-700 words). 

There are ten total weeks that you may choose from for your discussion papers (Weeks 2, 3, 4, 
5, 6, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12). In other words, you choose which weeks/topics you prefer. However, 
if you choose the last four weeks to write your papers, you will not have any leeway if you fall 
sick or become overwhelmed with other coursework; plan accordingly. If you choose, you may 
submit up to six papers – only the top four marks will be counted towards your grade. 

You may only write on the current week’s readings (e.g., you cannot hand in a discussion on 
Week 3 readings any time after Week 3). Each paper should have a clear headline (Discussion 
#1, #2, etc.), your information, and specify which week/readings (Week #2, #5, etc.) you are 
discussing. You are encouraged to use the template provided. 

Papers are to be submitted online prior to the beginning of class. Papers submitted after 
class has begun will not be accepted. 

Exams 

Exams will be based on information covered in lectures, in the assigned readings, and in the 
material presented during the course. Exams will consist of multiple choice, true/false, and short 
answer questions, sometimes including long essay. The final exam is cumulative but will focus 
more heavily on topics covered after the mid-term exam.  More details on the exams will be 
given in class at least two weeks prior to exam dates, and there will be time devoted to the final 
exam on the last day of class (Date TBD).  

Essay 

Because this is an “essay course”, you must submit a research paper to earn academic credit. 
All students are required to submit a paper that compares a chosen and relevant topic/issue 
between two regions, time periods, etc. This essay requires academic research to support your 
discussion. 
 
The essay proposal is due Week 4 (Date TBD): Your specific topic and comparative analysis 
framework will be approved by the instructor and handed back promptly with any necessary 
comments or suggestions. If the proposal is unsatisfactory, students must confirm with the 
instructor an appropriate essay topic and/or framework.  
 
The proposals are not set in stone and you may find you would like to change your topic slightly 
as the course progresses. That is fine, but major changes (a different topic altogether and a 
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different framework) need approval.  
 
The final essay is due Week 11 (Date TBD). Papers should be approximately 8 pages 
(approximately 5,000 words) in length, plus a bibliography/works cited at the end. Time in one of 
the lectures (Date TBD) will be given to discuss specific essay writing suggestions and advice. 
Further instructions for the essay will be announced in class and be available on the course 
website. 
 
Late penalties 
 
Confirming that your assignments were uploaded successfully to the online course server is 
your responsibility. 
 
Late essay proposals will be docked 2% each day (a 24 hour period); late essays will also be 
docked 2% per day. This includes non-class days, holidays, and weekends. Essays will not be 
accepted after [Date TBD].  
 
Discussion papers do not have late penalties: either they have been handed in on time, or they 
receive 0%. There are ten opportunities to complete four papers. Should there be any issues 
with the online submission system, you may email a copy of your assignment to the instructor.  
 
Outside of discussion papers, illness or other medical issues may make it impossible to meet 
deadlines or to take exams as scheduled. Adequate documentation must be submitted to 
Academic Counseling of your home faculty, according to the terms of the Senate policy: 
http://www.uwo.ca/univsec/handbook/appeals/accommodation_medical.pdf 
Non-medical absences from midterms and finals will result in a failing grade or mark of zero. 

University Policies on Plagiarism and Academic Offenses: 
Scholastic offences are taken seriously and students are directed to read the appropriate policy, 
specifically, the definition of what constitutes a Scholastic Offence, at the following website:  
http://www.uwo.ca/univsec/handbook/appeals/scholastic_discipline_undergrad.pdf   

Students must write all assignments in their own words. Whenever students take an idea, or a 
passage from another author, they must acknowledge their debt both by using quotation marks 
where appropriate and by proper referencing such as footnotes or citations. Plagiarism is a 
major academic offence. 
 
All required papers may be subject to submission for textual similarity review to the commercial 
plagiarism detection software under license to the University for the detection of plagiarism. All 
papers submitted will be included as source documents in the reference database for the 
purpose of detecting plagiarism of papers subsequently submitted to the system. Use of the 
service is subject to the licensing agreement currently between the University of Western 
Ontario and Turnitin.com. (http://www.turnitin.com) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.uwo.ca/univsec/handbook/appeals/accommodation_medical.pdf
http://www.uwo.ca/univsec/handbook/appeals/scholastic_discipline_undergrad.pdf
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GENERAL NOTES 

Electronics 

Laptops are only allowed for the purpose of taking notes. If you 
are using it for other purposes and/or are distracting other 
students, you will no longer be allowed to bring/use a laptop. If we 
are watching a clip, film, episode, or anything else in a dark room, 
you are required to close your laptop. They are (obviously!) not 
allowed during exams. 
 
All other devices should be left at home, turned off, and/or 
silenced. Recordings are not permitted without permission. 
 
Email 
 
Any questions that are already answered on this syllabus will receive the response, “See the 
syllabus”. Otherwise, I will try to reply to your emails promptly (usually within 24-48 hours, 
excluding weekends). Emails regarding the midterm or final exam will not be answered if they 
are sent less than 24 hours before the exam. 
 
Please use your Western email account to reduce the risk that your email will be labelled as 
spam. 
 
Support Services & Accessibility 
 
Students who require special accommodations for disabilities should make a formal request 
through Student Development Services as early in the semester as possible. Please contact the 
course instructor if you require material in an alternate format or if you require any other 
arrangements to make this course more accessible to you. You may also wish to contact 
Services for Students with Disabilities (SSD) at 661-2111, x 82147 (Room 4100 in Western 
Student Services building) for any specific question. See also:  http://www.sdc.uwo.ca/ssd/  

A range of student services is available at: https://studentservices.uwo.ca/secure/index.cfm  

Other resources include Student Support Services: http://westernusc.ca/services 

Students who are in emotional/mental distress should refer to Mental Health@Western 
http://www.uwo.ca/uwocom/mentalhealth for a complete list of options about how to obtain help. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.sdc.uwo.ca/ssd/
https://studentservices.uwo.ca/secure/index.cfm
http://westernusc.ca/services
http://www.uwo.ca/uwocom/mentalhealth/
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CLASS TOPICS/SCHEDULE  

This is a draft schedule covering the overall topics by week(s), along with some of the questions 

we will raise through assigned readings and lectures.  

 

Readings are still being determined and this incomplete list may change by the start of the 

course. 

 

Weeks 1 & 2 – Contraception and Conception 

 When intercourse can result in a child, what cautions have people – historically and in 

contemporary times – undertaken in order to prevent (or improve) that result?  

 How have contraceptive methods affected both women and men – socially, 

psychologically, biologically, etc.?  

 How has menstruation been viewed by people over time? 

 What are some areas where religion and government intersect with women’s bodies and 

agency? For example, abortion. 

 Are the Venus figurines really about fertility? 

 What does the phrase “childfree” mean, what does it signify, and how is it different from 

infertility? 

 How have contraception and conception techniques affected feminist discourse in 

general society, as well as in academia? 

 

Readings: 

 Pandora’s Box: Feminism Confronts Reproductive Technologies by Nancy Lublin. 1998. 

Introduction & Chapters 1, 5, 7. 

 Contraception in historical and global perspective, by John Cleland. Best Practice and 

Research Clinical Obstetrics and Gynaecology 2009 23(2):165-176. 

 Conceptualizing abortion stigma. By Hessini, Kumar, and Mitchell. Culture, Health & 

Sexuality 2009. 11(6):625-639. 

 Menstruation: a cultural history. Shail & Howie, eds. 2005. Selection TBD. 

 

 

Weeks 3 & 4 – Partnering Up 

 Is cohabitating before marriage a modern phenomenon?  

 Why is it critical to look beyond heteronormative couplings when discussing 

reproduction? 

 What role do formal rituals like marriage play in understanding how people reproduce? 

Are they necessary, or when they are absent, does this affect reproduction? 

 What are other arrangements people make in order to become a family unit? 

 What are ‘test tube babies’, etc.? How have recent genetic and scientific advancements 

challenged traditional notions of family and parenthood? 

 What are some experiences of single parents? 
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Readings: 

 Ethnocultural reproduction and attitudes towards co-habiting relationships, by Barbara 

Mitchell. The Canadian Review of Sociology and Anthropology 2001 38(4):391-413. 

 Oh, baby: Reproductive technology. By Anonymous. The Economist, Feb. 7, 2015. 

 A History of Marriage by Elizabeth Abbott (2010), selections TBD. 

 Effects of family type (monogamy or polygamy) on students’ academic achievement in 

Nigeria. Adenike. International Journal of Psychology and Counseling 2013 5(7):153-

156. 

 

 

Weeks 5 & 6 – Pregnancy 

 Just what happens to the female body when she becomes pregnant? (Hint: a lot!) 

 How do a woman’s societal roles shift during pregnancy? For example, why are 

pregnant bellies often seen as public property that strangers can touch? 

 What medical knowledge exists (and what doesn’t), and how does this impact women’s 

agency and legal rights? 

 Where do transgendered persons fit into these situations?  

 Why are miscarriages often considered taboo subjects (and how do they intersect with 

the law)? 

 What do midwives do, and how does prenatal care impact women and children? What 

are doulas?  

 How has childbirth become medicalized, and is that a positive or negative? 

 

Readings: 

 A Tale of Scientific Pregnancy, by Lila Abu-Lughod. In Mothers and children: feminist 

analyses and personal narratives. 

 Childbirth across Cultures: Ideas and Practices of Pregnancy, Childbirth and the 

Postpartum. Helaine Selin, ed. 2009. Selection TBD. 

 Expecting Better: Why the Conventional Pregnancy Wisdom is Wrong, and What You 

Really Need to Know, by Emily Oster. 2013. Selection TBD. 

 Mothers and children: feminist analyses and personal narratives. Chapter 6. 

 Pregnant Butch, by A.K. Summers. 2014. Selection TBD. 

 Transgender Men Who Experienced Pregnancy After Female-to-Male Gender 

Transitioning, by Light et al. Obstetrics and Gynecology 2014 124(6):1120-1127. 

 

 

Week 7 – Midterm 

Class time after midterm devoted to essay writing and researching advice. 
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Week 8 – Family structures 

 What does it mean to call a society matrilineal or patrilineal?  

 What are extended families, nuclear, intergenerational, etc.? 

 Does the type of family structure predict anything about the dominant society in general? 

 Can atheists have godparents, and if so, why? 

 How have feminist perspectives influenced divorce, polygamy, marriage, adoption, and 

other practices, both culturally and legally? 

 

Readings: 

 Is the United States Experiencing a “Matrilineal Tilt”?: Gender, Family Structures, and 

Financial Transfers to Adult Children. Clark and Kenney. 2010. Social Forces 

88(4):1753-1776. 

 Feminism, generation and intersectionality. Alison Winch. 2014. Soundings 58:8-20. 

 Adoption Rights and Reproductive Wrongs, by Elizabeth Bartholet In Mothers and 

children: feminist analyses and personal narratives. 

 The Godmother Network, by Elena Featherston In Mothers and children: feminist 

analyses and personal narratives. 

 

 

 
Weeks 9 & 10 – Conceptualizing motherhood and fatherhood 

 Does being a mother mean the same thing all over the world? 

 Why are fathers often framed in an exclusionary way from many parenting arenas? 

 Why is parental leave such a hot topic right now in the US?  

 What are societal expectations of being a parent? (See terms like MILF, dadbod, SAHM) 

 How do the “mommy wars” negatively impact many women (and men)? 

 Does one’s identity as a parent eclipse other aspects? 

 How does race/ethnicity and class impact parenting? What is a “tiger mommy”?  

 

Readings: 

 Parenting in Transition, by Scott Coltrane. In Mothers and children: feminist analyses 

and personal narratives, Susan E. Chase and Mary F. Rogers, eds. Pp. 103-107. 

 Mothers and children: feminist analyses and personal narratives. Chapters 2 & 4. 

 Maternity leave duration and postpartum mental and physical health: implications for 

leave policies. Dagher, McGovern and Dowd. Journal of Health Politics, Policy, and Law 

2013. 

 Deconstructing the “mommy wars”: the battle over the best mom. Zimmerman et al. 

Journal of Feminist Family Therapy 2008, 20(3). 

 Mothering: Ideology, Experience, Agency. (Review) Glenn, Change, Forcey. Canadian 

Journal of Communication 1995 20(4). 

 Black Activist Mothering: A Historical Intersection of Race, Gender, and Class. 

McDonald. Gender and Society 1997 



Page 9 of 9 

 

  

Weeks 11 & 12 – How to raise a child…?! 

 Just how do you raise a (feminist) child, anyway? 

 How does a culture of fear influence child-rearing overall? 

 Is SIDS a worldwide phenomenon?  

 Should sex education be taught in schools? 

 What is helicopter/free-range parenting? 

 What are “stolen generations” and how does this affect vulnerable populations? 

 Does child-rearing differ based on race/ethnicity, class, geography, family structure, 

etc.? 

 

Readings: 

 Raising Feminists, by Phyllis Katz. Psychology of Women Quarterly. 2006. 20(3):323-

340. 

 Feminism and Attachment Parenting: Attitudes, Stereotypes, and Misperceptions. By 

Miriam Liss and Mindy Erchull. Sex Roles. 2012 67(3):131-142. 

 Cosleeping and Biological Imperatives: Why Human Babies Do Not and Should Not 

Sleep Alone. By James McKenna and Edmund Joyce. Neuroanthropology PLOS Blog, 

2008.  http://neuroanthropology.net/2008/12/21/cosleeping-and-biological-imperatives-

why-human-babies-do-not-and-should-not-sleep-alone/ 

 An Analysis of Canada’s Indian Residential Schools Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission. Laing. 2013. Undergraduate Transitional Justice Review 4(1):34-50. OR 

Selection TBD from Truth and Conciliation Commission Report 2015. 

 A review of parental involvement in sex education: the role for effective communication 

in British families. Turnbull et al. Health Education Journal 2008 67(3):182-195 

 

  

 

 

 

Final Exam – Date TBD 

http://neuroanthropology.net/2008/12/21/cosleeping-and-biological-imperatives-why-human-babies-do-not-and-should-not-sleep-alone/
http://neuroanthropology.net/2008/12/21/cosleeping-and-biological-imperatives-why-human-babies-do-not-and-should-not-sleep-alone/

