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Course Description 

Recently, the media spotlight has been directed at several transgender celebrities, such as former 

Olympian Caitlyn Jenner, and Orange is the New Black star Laverne Cox. Public discussion has 

focussed on questions about what it means to change sex or gender, or what it means to be a 

woman’, as well as drawn public attention to the transgender community and the daily struggles 

its members face. However, it was the 1990’s which saw the emergence of a separate academic 

field related to the ‘transgender phenomenon’. This pioneering course provides an introductory 

overview to the relatively young discipline of transgender studies. We begin with a historical 

look at how the term ‘transgender’ (or ‘trans’) has come to encompass a broad range of diverse 

gender variant practices and discourses. Of particular interest in this regard will be the focus on 

trans theory and politics from the point of view of its relations to feminist theory and queer 

theory. We will also treat trans issues as framed within other disciplines such as legal, medical, 

and sociological discourses. Our readings and classes will incorporate discussions of transphobia 

and the oppression of trans people, sex and gender change, cross-dressing, gender passing, 

transgender children and their families, and of how race and class intersect with being trans. 

Each session will be introduced by a short lecture on some of the relevant issues to be discussed 

in the class. During the course of our study, reading material, discussions and audio-visuals will 

provide us with much food for thought on this currently widely debated area of interest. 

1. Learning Objectives  

Upon successful completion of this course, students will be able 

1. To exhibit a critical understanding of and sensitivity to the broad spectrum of lifestyles 

and practices encompassed by the ‘transgender umbrella’; 

2. To identify and discuss, with examples, how trans theory relates to feminist theory and 

queer theory; 

3. To analyze, via the lens of theory, the multiple legal, moral, and economic predicaments 

faced by many trans people; 

4. To communicate, both orally and in writing, a critical awareness of structures of erasure 

and oppression with respect to trans persons within the law, within political systems and 

within the medical establishment; 



5. To recognize and probe theoretical problems in the way trans identities are delineated and 

classified; 

6. To identify crucial questions for a transgender studies of the future; 

7. To critically confront in written and spoken form ideas around gender and its variability. 

2. Evaluation 

At least 4 Discussion Questions over the course of the term, based on the readings and to be 

posted before class on OWL.  Total: 12% of final grade. Each question must raise a difficult or 

controversial question or issue directly related to the readings of the current week. Several 

questions or issues raised and pertaining to the same themes/readings will be counted as one 

discussion question. The discussion questions are brief (up to 150 words). They should 

succinctly state the question/problem/issue and indicate why it is difficult or controversial. The 

questions/issues raised will serve as points of entry for the next discussion during class. They 

should be submitted on the forum page of the OWL site, in the folder of the relevant week. 

Students need not attempt to answer the questions raised by themselves, but other students may 

contribute to the discussion they generate on the forum. Students should submit their discussion 

questions to our OWL forum by 6 pm on the Monday before next class.  Students will submit at 

least 4 Discussion Questions during the course of the term but may submit more. The grades of 

their 4 best submissions will each count 3% towards their final grade. The questions posted will 

provide a starting-point for class discussion. 

4 reflection papers of 1 page each over the course of the term. Total: 24% of final grade. In 

the reflection papers, students will engage concisely and critically with one aspect treated in the 

readings. The papers must demonstrate familiarity with, and understanding of, the readings and 

present a coherent reflection emerging from them. The reflection can, for example, be a critique 

of one aspect of the reading(s) or present a case study which illustrates its content. Students are 

free to choose the week in which to submit the paper, but each must be submitted during 

different weeks of the course, and must pertain to different readings or sets of readings. More 

than two reflection papers submitted in one week of the course will be counted as one paper. 

This policy will discourage ‘back-logging’ to the last weeks of the course. Reflection papers 

should be submitted in the assignments tool of OWL in the appropriate folder in WORD format. 

The reflection papers are submitted electronically by Sunday 11.59 pm before the class for which 

they are relevant. Each is worth 6% of final grade.  

Presentation/activity in class. Total: 24% of final grade. Each student will give a presentation 

of no longer than 30 minutes duration on a topic of choice related to the material of the course. 

Students are strongly advised to discuss their presentation/activity proposal with the instructor a 

week or several days before class. The form of the presentation is left to the initiative and 

inventiveness of the student (lecture/talk, visual display or poster, group work with well-defined 

assignments, drama, audio-visuals and discussion …). However, the presentation/activity will be 

assessed principally with regard to its pedagogical or didactic effectiveness, in accordance with 

the “learning objectives” for the course, as outlined above. An electronic copy of the 



presentation/activity proposal (plan) must be submitted to the OWL assignments tool in the 

appropriate folder before or immediately after the relevant class, in WORD format. If electronic 

copies are not forthcoming at this time, a late penalty of 3% will apply for each period of 24 

hours within which the electronic copy is not submitted. If students wish to prepare and present 

their topic in pairs or groups of three (maximum), they may do so. However, each student must 

take an equal part of the presentation upon hir/self, and submit their own, independently 

elaborated, hardcopy version of the presentation, with their own contribution clearly 

distinguished. 

Essay assignments. Total: 40% of final grade. One longer essay of 8-10 pages in length, to be 

submitted to the instructor in hard copy before class (Drop-Box) or in class on the final day of 

the course as well as in electronic form on OWL by 4.30pm of the same day. Topics for the final 

essay assignment must be discussed with the instructor at least 1 week before the assignment is 

due. Please make sure you make an appointment to see the instructor in good time. 

This is an essay course. There is no final exam. 


