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COURSE DESCRIPTION 
 
Queer history is a profoundly political project.  Scholars and activists use queer histories to 
assert theories of identity formation, build communities, and advance a vision of the 
meanings of sexuality in modern life and the place of queer people in national communities.  
This history of alternative sexual identities is narrated in a variety of settings—the internet as 
well as the academy, art and film as well as the streets—and draws upon numerous 
disciplines, including anthropology, geography, sociology, oral history and literature, as well 
as history. This discussion-based course will examine the sites and genres of queer history, 
with particular attention to moments of contestation and debate about its contours and 
meanings.  Most of our attention will be directed to the United States, although we will 
briefly examine the transnational circuits of queer history and memory. 
 
TEXTS 
Martin Duberman, Stonewall 
Leslie Feinberg, Stone Butch Blues:  A Novel 
Tony Kushner, Angels in America:  A Gay Fantasia on National Themes 
Audre Lorde, Zami:  A New Spelling of My Name 
Annie Proulx, et al., Brokeback Mountain:  Story to Screenplay 
Susan Stryker, Transgender History 
 
All other required readings are on Olin’s Automating Reserves system: 
http://ares.wustl.edu/ares/.  Course password is “queer.”  Because the system sometimes 
goes down, please print out readings early in the semester; don’t wait until the night before 
we will discuss them. 
 
For many weeks of the semester, viewing a film before class is required.  We will schedule 
film showings for Monday evenings (time/place tba).  If you cannot attend the film showing, 
the films will be available at Olin Library reserves. 
 
COURSE REQUIREMENTS 
 
Students will be evaluated on the extent to which their written work demonstrates 
understanding of course materials and themes; their ability to craft coherent and 
sophisticated written analyses of course topics; and their participation in class discussion. 
 
1.  Class participation. Class sessions will be organized around discussion of assigned 
readings.  It is absolutely essential that you carefully read assigned materials and think 
about them prior to coming to class.  Your participation grade will be determined by the 
frequency and quality of your contribution to class discussions, as well as your regular 



attendance.  “Frequency” is determined by the extent to which you are an active contributor 
to class discussions, but this is balanced by attention to “quality,” which I gauge in two ways:  
are your comments responsive to and informed by the readings for the class?  are you an 
attentive listener who engages in respectful and productive dialogue with other members of 
the class? Students are permitted three absences; additional absences will affect your class 
participation grade.  
 
2.  Written assignments.  There are four papers for this class.  There are no exams. 
 
ESSAY # 1:  3 p. essay on theoretical problems in doing queer history (due 9/21) 
ESSAY # 2:   5 p. essay on Stonewall as an origin story (due 10/5) 
ESSAY # 3:   5 p. critical review, queer history monograph (due 11/2)  
ESSAY # 4:  6-8 p. essay, your choice:  Analyzing two films as public history OR essay on  

queer biography/memoir (due 12/16—1st day of exam period)  
 
Your grade for the course will be assessed as follows: 
 

Class participation 15%  
Theoretical essay 10% 
Stonewall essay   20% 
Critical review  25% 
Final essay   30% 

 
Late papers will be penalized by one letter grade for each 24-hour period past the due date. 
ALL course requirements must be met to pass this course.  For students who are taking the 
course pass/fail or credit/no credit, a passing grade is C-. 
 
ACADEMIC INTEGRITY 
Plagiarism or other violations of academic integrity will result in a failing grade on the 
assignment, and may result in a failing grade for the course.  Please review Washington 
University’s academic integrity policy at 
https://acadinfo.wustl.edu/WUCRSLFrontMatter/WebWUCRSLInfo_AcadIntegrity.htm .  A 
helpful guide to understanding plagiarism can be found at  
http://artsci.wustl.edu/~writing/plagiarism.htm   
 
FINAL NOTES 
If you ever have any questions or concerns about the course, please feel free to discuss them 
with me, sooner rather than later! 
 
All students are strongly encouraged to participate in the online course evaluation system at 
the end of the semester, by visiting http://evals.wustl.edu 
 
This syllabus is a work-in-progress. I reserve the right to alter it at any time. 
 
COURSE OUTLINE 
 
I.  The Politics of Queer History 
 
This section of the course will provide an introduction to theories of the history of sexuality 
and the politics of lgbtq history within this broader field.  We will examine problems of 



evidence, the definition of sexual identity categories, and debates among those who do queer 
history about what such a history ought to do. 
 
Week 1 
Tu 8/31 Introduction 
 
Th 9/2  “Introduction,” Sapphistries; To Believe in Women excerpts; “Lesbian-Like” and 

the Social History of Lesbianisms” 
 
Week 2 
Tu 9/7  “How to do the History of Male Homosexuality” 
 
Th 9/9  ROSH HASHANAH – NO CLASS 
 
 Week 3 
Tu 9/14 “Black (W)holes and the Geometry of Black Female Sexuality;” “Scientific Racism 

and the Invention of the Homosexual Body;” “Between ‘Oriental Depravity’ and 
‘Natural Degenerates’” 

 
Th 9/16  “The Burning of Letters Continues;” “Introduction,” Gay New York 
 
II.  Origin Stories 
 
This section of the course examines various tellings of the 1969 Stonewall Riots in New York 
City as the moment of the birth of the modern gay movement.  In this unit we will ask:  how 
have histories and commemorations of Stonewall reflected and reinforced particular 
understandings of queer identity and community?  What alternative understandings and 
histories have been lost in this process? 
 
Week 4 
MONDAY NIGHT FILM:  Before Stonewall 
 
Tu 9/21   Duberman, Stonewall, pp. xiii-166 

ESSAY # 1 DUE 
 
Th 9/23  Duberman, Stonewall, 167-282 
 
Week 5 
MONDAY NIGHT FILM:  After Stonewall 
 
Tu 9/28   “Movements and Memory:  The Making of the Stonewall Myth;” “Queer Fictions of 

Stonewall” 
 
Th 9/30   “Rome’s World Pride;” “In the Shadows of Stonewall” 
 
III. Contested communities:  transgender histories 
 
This unit will examine changing approaches to transgender history/ies, focusing on the ways 
that queer communities are consolidated and disrupted through the writing of history.  
 



Week 6 
MONDAY NIGHT FILM:  Screaming Queens:  The Riot at Compton’s Cafeteria 
 
Tu 10/5   Stryker, Transgender History, vii-89 

ESSAY #2 DUE 
 
Th 10/7   Stryker, Transgender History, 91-153 
 
 
Week 7    NO CLASS – WORK ON CRITICAL REVIEW 
 
Week 8   
Tu 10/19   “They Always Chewed Tobacco;” “Bodies in Motion”  
 
Th 10/21   Feinberg, Stone Butch Blues, entire 
 
IV.  Film as public history 
 
In this section of the course, we will look at the construction of popular histories of queer life 
in documentary and narrative film.  We will focus our inquiry on three topics:  how film has 
created metrocentric histories of gay life; how narrative and documentary film differentially 
treat the same event; race and queer film. 
 
Week 9   
MONDAY NIGHT FILM:  Boys Don’t Cry 
 
Tu 10/26 “The Brandon Archive:” “There Are No Queers Here” 
 
Th 10/28   View in class:  The Brandon Teena Story 
 
Week 10  
MONDAY NIGHT FILM:  Brokeback Mountain 
  
Tu 11/2 Brokeback Mountain:  Story to Screenplay, pp. 1-28, 129-151; reading the 

screenplay is optional 
ESSAY #3 DUE 

 
Th 11/4   “Brokeback Mountain Dossier Introduction;” “Of Closets and Other Rural Voids;” 

“Colonizing Time and Space;” “Why I Hate that I Loved Brokeback Mountain” 
 
Week 11  
MONDAY NIGHT FILM:  Angels in America, part I 
 
Tu 11/9  t.b.d. 
 
Th 11/11  t.b.d. 
 
Week 12  
MONDAY NIGHT FILM:  Angels in America, part II 
 



Tu 11/16 t.b.d. 
 
Th 11/18 t.b.d. 
 
Week 13 
MONDAY NIGHT FILM:  Looking for Langston and/or Watermelon Woman 
 
Tu 11/23  “Spectacle in Color;” selections, Slumming 
 
Th 11/25  THANKSGIVING 
 
V.  Individual histories 
 
In the brief final section of the class, we will use autobiography and memoir to look at the 
relationship between individual and group histories.  We will ask how authors locate 
themselves in group histories, how the genre of “coming out” stories shapes perceptions of 
the meanings of queerness, and how life histories can complicate, interrupt, and enrich our 
understandings of the history of sexual identity. 
 
Week 14 
Tu 11/30  Lorde, Zami (read entire book before class) 
 
Th 12/2   Zami, cont’d 
 
Week 15 
Tu 12/7   excerpt, “The Motion of Light in Water” 
 
Th 12/9 “Two Women;” “Identity:  Skin, Blood, Heart” 
 
 
 
Th  12/16 ESSAY #4 DUE 


