
CWiC CourseÐ HSOC-008-401 Politics of Sex and Science in Modern America Ð Instructor: Paul Burnett 

 1 

HSOC-008-401 The Politics of Sex and Science in Modern America 
 
Monday 3:30-6:10 pm. 
Room: TBA 
Instructor: Paul Burnett 
pburnett@sas.upenn.edu 
Office Hours: Wednesday  9am-noon, Logan 370 
 
Readings are posted electronically to the Blackboard site for this course. 
 
This seminar is affiliated with Communication within the Curriculum. The central 
purpose of the course is to assist you in improving your oral communications skill, i.e., 
public speaking. Assignments are oriented toward developing oral communication, and 
you will be assigned a CWiC peer advisor as a supplementary resource. 
 
CWic Peer Advisors 
 
Students should not use the Speaking Center; they should rely instead on our assigned 
CWiC advisor, who is Alex Lozanoff. Students should meet with this advisor for the two 
large speaking assignments in the course. They should meet twice with the advisor for 
group assignments. Assignments should be as polished as possible before the first 
meeting. Please note that your CWiC Peer advisor is NOT a teaching assistant in the 
sense of grading students. They have taken a full-semester course in oral communication 
pedagogy, and they have a lot to offer in helping you develop your speaking skills.  
 
 
Course Description 
 
In 2005, Harvard President Larry Summers suggested in a speech that Òintrinsic aptitudeÓ 
might explain part of the gender gap in science and engineering professions. His remarks 
touched off a storm of controversy. Much of the critical furor stemmed from a fear that 
scientific authority might once again be used as a cover for attitudes about gender that 
derived from culture rather than scientific truth. But in this Critical Speaking Seminar, 
ÒThe Politics of Sex and Science in Modern America,Ó you will research and discuss the 
proposition that scientific ideas about biological sex differences and cultural gender roles 
have co-evolved in the twentieth century. In other words, students will look at how 
scientific research has shaped common conceptions of sex differences and sexual 
behavior, and how this scientific knowledge has also been shaped by cultural conceptions 
of gender roles and ÒnormalÓ behavior.   
 
The course will begin with the proliferation of scientific discourses about sex in the last 
third of the nineteenth century, primarily among medical practitioners and psychologists 
in Germany, France and Britain. Students will read about gendered medical disorders 
such as hysteria, as well as early models of sexual behavior and orientation. When 
students cross to the United States in the early twentieth century, they will explore the 
development of sex-science research and the new science of endocrinology in the context 
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of eugenics and the race to improve Òthe race.Ó For the post-World War II period, 
students will discuss the transformative cultural power of scientific research and related 
technology. How did the Pill, synthetic hormones, and the Òsex expertÓ change how the 
public understood and discussed sex and sexuality? Conversely, have more sophisticated 
biological definitions of the masculine and the feminine reinforced traditional gender 
roles in recent years?  
 
 
Grade Breakdown 
 
You are responsible for doing all of the assigned reading. The Òadditional readingÓ is an 
optional resource. 
 
To reflect the increased enrollment and allow more time for presentations, self-
assessment, and student feedback, I have halved the number of small presentations and 
doubled their value. Students who are not happy with your group assignment can swtish 
with a member of another group. I have also turned the Larry Summers speech into a 
diagnostic, so it will not count toward your final grade. It will, however, be videotaped.  I 
will provide you with video copies of your performance, which I can leave with Alex 
Lozanoff to review when you meet with her the week of the 24th. (Alternately, you can 
pick it up from me on Wednesday from my office). 
 
In-class participation (throughout the course): 30% 
5-minute Summers speech rewrite, Jan.28: videotaped for feedback 
Debate (Feb.4): no grade, part of class participation  
Group A: Historical Speech (Feb.11): 10%  (students with last name A through L) 
Group B: Trial of Oscar Wilde (Feb.18): 10% (students with last name M through Z) 
Presentation: Margaret Mead on Human Sexuality (Oct.22): part of class particip.  
Group A: Forum Ð Board Decision: Gender-Reassignment (Mar.10): 10% (stdnts. A-L) 
Group B: Kinsey Funding Senate Hearing (Mar.17): 10% (students M-Z) 
Workshop presentation: (Mar.3) 15% 
Final Presentation: 35%  
  
CWiC Advisor Schedule: 
 
Feb.4: CWiC advisor Alex Lozanoff introduced 
Week of Feb.4: meet briefly with CwiC advisor to discuss Feb.11 historical speech and 
questions about public speaking in general.  
Week of Feb.25: meet to work on workshop presentation for Mar.4 
Week of Mar.17: meet to work on final presentation for Mar.24 
 
 
 
Policies:  
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Students are expected to arrive on time for every class. If you cannot make it to class, 
contact me in advance if possible. Illness or family emergency is the only excuse. If you 
miss the date of a presentation, it is your responsibility to rearrange a make-up 
presentation. Without an adequate excuse, your grade will be reduced.  
 
Do not use telecommunications devices in class. 
 
Plagiarism: Do an oral citation of the most important sources for your presentations. 
Furthermore, your speaking notes are part of your grade and must be handed in at the end 
of the presentation. You must also include the sources consulted for your presentation in 
these notes. Plagiarism is a serious offense at the University of Pennsylvania. Do not try 
to pass off someone elseÕs work as your own. 
 
 
Part I: Sexual Hygiene - The Birth of the Normal       
 
Jan. 21   Course Introduction. Oral communication discussion. Larry 
Summers’ speech.  
 
Assignment: After discussing Larry SummersÕ speech, students will be asked to rewrite 
the speech so that Larry keeps his job. After deciding the intent of the speech, students 
must then rewrite it such that the meaning will be conveyed in a more diplomatic manner.  
 
Jan. 28  The Birth of the Human Sciences  
 
Students give their version of the Larry Summers speech. Students evaluate each otherÕs 
rhetorical strategies and vote on whether the ÒnewÓ Larry keeps his job.  
 
Lecture: Malthus, Darwin, Galton, Spencer 
 
Readings: 
 
Thomas Laqueur. Making Sex: Body and Gender from the Greeks to Freud, (Cambridge: 
Harvard, 1990), ÒDiscovery of the Sexes,Ó 149-92. 
 
Londa Schiebinger, NatureÕs Body: Gender in the making of Modern Science, (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1993) Ch.4 ÒThe Anatomy of Difference,Ó 115-42. 
 
Look at:  
 
Charles Darwin, The Descent of Man and Selection in Relation to Sex, Chs.19, 20. 
http://www.literature.org/authors/darwin-charles/the-descent-of-man/chapter-19.html 
 
Additional reading:  
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Lawrence Birken. Consuming Desire: Sexual Science and the Emergence of a Culture of 
Abundance, 1871-1914. (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1988). Introduction, Chs. 2,3  (1-21, 40-71)  
 
Feb.4  The Pathological and Evolutionary Female in Science and Medicine 
 
Introduction and presentation of CWiC Advisor. 
 
Lecture: Sex science in Europe 1870-1914  
 
Cynthia Russet, Sexual Science: Victorian Constructions of Womanhood, (Cambridge: 
Harvard UP, 1989) Introduction, 1-15; 16-41.  
Mark S. Micale, ÒOn the ÔDisappearanceÕ of Hysteria: A Study in the Clinical 
Deconstruction of a Diagnosis,Ó Isis, Vol. 84, No. 3. (Sep., 1993), pp. 496-526. 
Isaac Baker Brown, ÒOn the Curability of Certain forms of Insanity, Catalepsy, and 
Hysteria in Females,Ó ÒOn Some Diseases of Women Admitting Surgical Treatment,Ó 
excerpts. (1866) Sheila Jeffrys, ed. The Sexuality Debates, (NY: Routledge & Kegan Paul 
1987). 
 
Additional reading: Paul Robinson, The Modernization of Sex, (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1989) 
Ch.1 ÒHavelock Ellis,Ó 1-41. 
 
Debate: Be it resolved that women should not be permitted to attend university. Muster 
medical/ scientific and/or moral/ political justifications for or against the position. You 
will be divided into teams, but will not know in advance which side of the debates you 
will be on. 
 
 
Discussion: What accounts for the changes in clinical disorders during this period? How 
can we map change in disease categories onto other historical forces: technological 
change, scientific discoveries, changes in gender roles, processes of modernization?  
 
 
Part II  The Normal and the Deviant        
 
Feb.11  Eugenics: the Sex Science of Race 
 
Diane Paul, Controlling Human Heredity, 1865 to the Present, (New Jersey: Humanities  
Press, 1995.) Chs1-5, 1-96. 
 
Presentation: As its first director, you have assembled the first meeting of the Eugenics 
Society of Philadelphia in 1920. Speak to the assembled members about the threats to the 
race, and what needs to be done to encourage reproduction of fit members of society, and 
to discourage that of the unfit. Make sure the audience understands the intellectual 
lineage of the societyÕs mission. 
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Feb.18  The Sexual “Other:” Scientific Theories of Homosexuality 
 
Oral presentation of final presentation topic. 2 min.  
 
Snippets of films: segments of M, Fritz Lang, 1931; The Einstein of Sex. DVD 
HQ18.32.H57 E56 2002; Anders als die Anderen [Different from the others] Richard 
Oswald and Magnus Hirschfeld, 1919. DVD PN1995.9.H55 A53 2004 
 
Vern Bullough, Science in the Bedroom, Ch. 2 ÒHomosexuality and Other Factors in 
Bringing About Sex Research,Ó Ch.3 ÒHirschfeld, Ellis, and Freud,Ó 34-91. 
Jennifer Terry, An American Obsession: Science, Medicine, and Homosexuality in 
Modern Society, (Chicago: Chicago UP, 1999), 178-98; 220-21; 257-67. 
Edward Carpenter, The Intermediate Sex, ÒThe Place of the Uranian in Society,Ó 107-29. 
Sigmund Freud, Three Contributions to the Theory of Sex, (NY: Nervous and Mental 
Disease Publishing Company, 1930), ÒThe Sexual Aberrations,Ó 1-12.  
 
Additional Reading:  
C. Wolff, Magnus Hirschfeld: A Portrait of a Pioneer in Sexology, (NY: Quartet Books, 
1986). 
 
Speech assignment: (Advocating that homosexuality be decriminalized, using sexological 
arguments from 1865-1940 only).  
 
Trial of Oscar Wilde Highly adapted to our purposes (instead of taking place in the 
1890s, it takes place at the end of our period, in 1940), this mock trial will require a 
vigorous defense of Wilde using the latest scientific theories of inversion. It will also 
involve a prosecution that musters the legal, moral, and also scientific arguments to 
demand punishment for WildeÕs transgressions.   
 
 
Feb.25  Coming of Age: Cultural Anthropology 
 
Meet with CWiC advisor in this week 
 
Theme: Impact of the culture concept on conceptions of gender difference. Cultural 
anthropologists suggested that, while the binary M/F might be universal, what elements 
went into the binary varied widely, even to the extent of being polar opposites from one 
culture to the next.  
 
Margaret Mead, Male and Female: A Study of the Sexes in a Changing World (NY: 
William Morrow & Co., 1949), 128-60. 
Willard Willams Hill, ÒThe Status of the Hermaphrodite and Transvestite in Navajo 
Culture,Ó American Anthropologist, 37 (1935): 273-79; ___. ÒNotes on the Pima 
Berdache,Ó American Anthropologist, 40 (1938): 338-40. 
Derek Freeman, Margaret Mead and Samoa: The Making and Unmaking of an 
Anthropological Myth, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1983) Chs. 6,7. 
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Presentation: You are Margaret Mead. You have been asked to make a presentation 
before the Army Psychological Services Branch in 1950 as the United States mobilizes 
for war. The Army has specifically requested you because of the bearing your work might 
have on troop interaction with and respect for cultures outside of the United States as 
well as tolerance within the ranks. Based on your expertise and the recent work of your 
colleagues, how should you advise the Army?  Five-minute presentation. Depending on 
final enrollment, some classmates may be recruited to act as Army skeptics.  
 
Part III Biology, Brain, and Endocrinology       
 
The history of ideas and research about biological sex differences Ð  
 
March 3  Hormone Dreams  
 
Class Presentation: Workshop of your final presentation topic 
 
Nelly Oudshoorn. ÒOn the Making of Sex Hormones: Research Materials and the 
Production of Knowledge,Ó Social Studies of Science, Vol. 20, No. 1 (Feb., 1990): 5-33. 
Chandak Sengoopta, ÒGlandular Politics,Ó Isis, Vol.89, No.3 (Sep. 1998): 456-68.  
 
Additional Reading: Oudshoorn. Beyond the Natural Body: An Archaeology of Sex 
Hormones. 
 
 
Mar. 10  Technologies of Transformation 
 
Scientific discoveries enabled technologies that could ameliorate or ÒcorrectÓ gender 
imbalances.  
Sex-reassignment surgery, HRT, plastic surgery 
 
Harry Benjamin, The Transsexual Phenomenon, pp.65-70. 
D.O. Cauldwell, ÒPsychopathia Transexualis,Ó Sexology Magazine, Vol. 16 (1949): 274-
80.  
Christian Hamburger, Georg K. Sturup, E. and Dahl-Iversen, ÒTransvestism: Hormonal, 
Psychiatric, and Surgical Treatment,Ó JAMA, Vol. 152 (May, 1953): 391-96. 
Mortimer Ostow, Letter, JAMA, Vol. 152 No. 16 (June, 1953): 1553 
George Wiedeman, Letter, JAMA, Vol. 152 No. 12 (May, 1953): 1167.  
Harry Benjamin, ÒTransvestism and Transsexualism,Ó International Journal of Sexology, 
Vol. 7, No.1 (August, 1953) 12-13. 
Bernice L. Hausman, ÒDemanding Subjectivity: Transsexualism, Medicine, and the 
Technologies of Gender,Ó Journal of the History of Sexuality, Vol.3, No.2, (Oct., 1992): 
270-302. 
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Anne Fausto-Sterling, Sexing the Body: Gender Politics and the Construction of 
Sexuality, (NY: Basic Books, 2000),  Ch.3 ÒOf Gender and Genitals: The Use and Abuse 
of the Modern Intersexual,Ó 45-77. 
  
 
Forum: The four panelists are from St. MaryÕs Presbyterian Beth-Shalom In-ShÕAllah 
Research Hospital, affiliated with Wellington College in Boston. Dr. Clever Trimbull, 
Director of the Dept. of Endocrinology, Reverend Quadley Amherst, Chair of the 
Hospital Board, Koots Clampson, Chief of Surgery, and Trige Haardvarke, resident 
psychiatrist, are meeting in front of the assembled Hospital Board to discuss Dr. 
TrimbullÕs desire to perform the first total Ògonadal reassignmentÓin the United States of 
a patient with a history of suicidal behavior. Topics to be broached include the ethical 
and legal problems of such treatment, as well as the precise nature of the disease to be 
cured. You must draw from endocrinological, sexological, and psychiatric theories of the 
time.  
The year is 1954.         
 
 
Part IV Kinsey, the Survey Modality, and consequences for American culture  
 
Mar.17 Sex Surveys - Reading Kinsey and Kinsey in the Broader Culture 
 
Alfred Kinsey et al., Sexual Behavior in the Human Female, 1953. (Read introduction, 
scan quickly). Note its structure, the design of the research. 
Wardell Pomeroy, Dr. Kinsey and the Institute for Sex Research, (NY: Harper & Row, 
1972), ÒInterviewing,Ó 97-137. 
Miriam G. Reumann, American Sexual Character: Sex, Gender, and National Identity in 
the Kinsey Reports (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005). Ch.1, ÒSexual Order 
in Our Nation,Ó 17-53.  
 
Speech: Students will have to prepare in advance to speak either pro or con about 
KinseyÕs research should continue to receive foundation funding in 1954. Your criticisms 
or praise must be appropriate to the times. 5 mins. 
 
Additional reading: 
Janice Irvine. Disorders of Desire: Sexuality and Gender in Modern American Sexology, 
1991.   
Jonathan Gathorne-Hardy. Alfred C. Kinsey: Sex the Measure of All Things, (London: 
Chatto & Windus).  
Sarah Igo, The Averaged American: Surveys, Citizens, and the Making of a Mass Public, 
2006. 
 
Part V  Martians and Venusians: The Biological Basis of Behavior?    
 
 
Mar. 24 Sociobiology and Evolutionary Psychology 



CWiC CourseÐ HSOC-008-401 Politics of Sex and Science in Modern America Ð Instructor: Paul Burnett 

 8 

 
Lionel Tiger, Men in Groups, (NY: random House,1969), ÒThe Male Bond and Human 
Evolution.Ó 41-54. 
Ruth Bleier, Science and Gender: A Critique of Biology and its Theories of Women, (NY: 
Pergamon Press, 1984) ÒSociobiology, Biological Determinism, and Human Behavior,Ó 
15-48. 
 
Additional reading: 
Ullica Segerstrale, Defenders of the Truth: The Battle for Science in the Sociobiology 
Debate and Beyond, (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2000). ÒBill HamiltonÓ and ÒThe ÔDeep 
BackgroundÕ of Sociobiology.Ó pp. 57-99.  
Ruth Hubbard, The Politics of Women's Biology. (New Brunswick: Rutgers UP, 1990) 
Ch.6 ÒGenes as Causes; Ch.7 ÒHave only Men Evolved?Ó 
Marianne van den Wijngaard. Reinventing the Sexes: The Biomedical Construction of 
Femininity and Masculinity. (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1997)  
Michael Ruse. Is Science Sexist? and Other Problems in the Biomedical Sciences. 
(Boston: Kluwer, 1981).  
 
 
Mar.31  Sexy Genes – Genetics and Gender/ Sexual Orientation 
 
Lecture: More Kinsey than Kinsey: the Masters and Johnson studies of sexual physiology 
and the Òaveraged American.Ó  
 
Roger N. Lancaster. The Trouble with Nature: Sex in Science and Popular Culture. 
(Berkeley: U. of California Press, 2003). Chs. 5-7, 22. 
 
Beginning of final class presentations. 60 min. 
 
 
Apr.7   Brain and Behavior: Neuroendocrinology  
 
Deborah Blum, Ch.2, ÒPinpointing the Difference: Comparing Male and Female Brains,Ó 
Sex on the Brain: The Biological Differences Between Men and Women (NY: Viking, 
1997), 36-63.  
Robert Alan Brookey, Reinventing the Male Homosexual, (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 
2002), Ch.4, ÒNeuroendocrinology,Ó pp. 70-95. 
 
Additional reading:  
 
Anne Moir and David Jessel. Brain Sex: The Real Difference Between Men and Women.  
 
Final class presentations: 120 min.   
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Final Assignment: Conference Presentation 
 
The final three hours of class will be devoted to your individual presentations, which will 
be in the form of a conference presentation in the history of science. Our conference title 
is ÒMaking Women and Men: Gender Troubles and Scientific Solutions in the Modern 
US.Ó Each student will speak for fifteen minutes on a particular historical instance of the 
scientific construction of gender difference. Presenters can interpret ÒscientificÓ broadly 
to include scientific research that results in technologies that have altered our 
perceptions of gender difference. Presenters can also speak about natural knowledge 
about sex difference, biological influences on behavior, as well as sociological, 
psychological, and anthropological interpretations of sex difference. Assignments: 
 
Apr. 14 
 
Apr. 21 
 
Apr. 28 
 
Discussion leadership Ð each student will have to prepare questions in advance and lead 
class discussion for part of one class. 
 
Debates Ð There will be a debate for many of the classes. Although there will be a 
resolution, the debate will not follow any formal parliamentary format. Students will be 
given a position to hold at a particular historical moment. In other words, they will be 
cautioned to use only those arguments that would have been available to actors at the 
time they are studying. The debates on a given subject will be held one week after the 
relevant lectures and class reading have been completed.  
 
Presentations Ð The most important part of the course, students will make a series of oral 
presentations in front of the class. By the fourth week, students will have to make a 2-
minute presentation on the topic they have chosen for their term paper. At week 8, 
students will have to make a more elaborate presentation on their topics. This is an 
opportunity to get feedback from the class as a whole, from me, and from your CWiC 
advisor. Finally, in the last two weeks of class, students will make 15-minute 
presentations from notes. 
 
Requirements of Assignments Ð  
 
1. Demonstrate that you have done the reading (i.e. one reference to one of the readings is 
not enough). When relevant, you should cite readings from other weeks as well). 
 
2. Dramatize the historical problem raised by the reading. For example, if a new 
technology or discovery challenges received ideas about sex differences, either side of a 
debate can cite them, either pro or con.  
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3. Presentations and debates should illustrate the ways in which sex and gender difference 
was conceived as a scientific problem in a particular historical context (of course, be 
careful not to cite material after period in question).  
 
 
 
Assessment techniques Ð 
 
After each of the presentations, you will be asked to do a self-assessment. Then, each 
member of the audience will be asked to give one positive comment and one constructive 
comment. Finally, I will sum up and make general comments directed at improving 
everyoneÕs oral communication skills. In addition, the workshop and a select number of 
presentations will be recorded using a digital video camera. A DVD can then be made 
and distributed to each of you. You can then review them at home and/or with your 
CWiC advisor in order to make improvements on the next iteration of the presentation.  
 
 


