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PHIL 170: Philosophy of Love and Sex 
 

Instructor: Shannon Hayes 
Office: SCH 158 

Office Hours: M;T 10-11am 
shannonh@uoregon.edu 

 
Course Description: 
Our intimate relationships are central to our sense of self-fulfillment and happiness. While we might have 
love and sex constantly on our minds, this course will give us the opportunity to philosophically investigate 
the nature of love and sex. We will draw upon sources in the history of western philosophical inquiry as well 
as contemporary western philosophical interventions on the following questions:  How is love related to my 
self-understanding? What is sex? Can sexual objectification be ethical? What is sexual desire? How is 
sexual ‘perversion’ defined? Can acts of love be revolutionary?  
 
Course Goals: 
Philosophy is a particular way, or ways, of thinking. It emphasizes clarity in expression (both written and 
verbal expression) and rigor in argument. Philosophical questions are intriguing and hard questions and so 
philosophical method stresses thoroughness and intellectual generosity - the willingness and ability to grasp 
another's arguments and respond to them. You should come away from this class with a more considered 
understanding of your own beliefs and values about love and sex, and with habits of thinking that are helpful 
in real life situations in which either love, or sex, or both, become difficult, delightful, overwhelming, 
painful, or ethically challenging. 
 
Course Format: 
Each class will be a combination of lecture, class discussion, and group-work. Please come to each class 
prepared, i.e. with the assigned texts in-hand, the readings completed before class and ready to be 
discussed. For many of you, the readings may be more dense, technical, or challenging than you are used 
to. A few words of advice and encouragement are therefore in order: It is extremely important that you do 
the reading, even when it is difficult! You will become a better reader only if you practice reading. 
Moreover, a good part of the discipline of philosophy involves developing critical skills. You should read 
actively and closely, with a pencil for notes and underlining. Time permitting, reading articles twice, once 
before lecture, and once after, is an excellent habit to establish. 
 
The class will be divided into 4-5 groups, with about 6 members each (depending on class size). These 
groups will be formed in the first week of class and will be the basis for discussion segments in the course 
throughout the term. On days marked for discussion, you should sit in your groups. Questions handed in 
by group members that week will be used to generate discussion in each group (I will select one question for 
each group each time).  
 
I will do my best to create a productive environment and inspire critical thinking throughout the course. I 
will treat everyone fairly and with respect. In return, I expect you to do your best and treat everyone fairly 
and with respect. I want all of us to hold each other accountable. I hope that you will all have views about 
the topics we will address, and I want you to express and explore those views. It is the nature of the issues 
we will be considering that people’s views will differ. You are encouraged to question your classmates (and 
me) when anyone says something you disagree with, but everyone should always keep in mind that 
respectful disagreement is not a personal attack. Philosophical discussion thrives under this kind of 
interaction and often stems from disagreement.  
 
** A note about the course: 
This class requires students to engage with themes that can be highly charged and deeply personal. While 
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no one is required to disclose personal information (except on surveys which are anonymous), many 
students often do. I expect all participants in the class to handle such disclosures in a respectful and 
sensitive manner, to refrain from inappropriate humor (though appropriate humor is encouraged), and to 
work hard to maintain an attitude of openness to experiences or points of view that you do not share. 
 
Requirements: 
20% (4) Discussion Questions (due each Thursday class) 
30% (3) Response Papers  
35% Final Paper (25% Final Paper; 10% Draft) 
15% Participation 
——- 
100% 
 
 Discussion Questions 

These questions will be due at designated dates throughout the term. Each question must be well-
formulated, must deal with the readings listed, and must aim to generate discussion (see guidelines 
below). Questions should be TYPED and maximum length should be 6 lines. Restrict yourself to 
ONE question. Remember that this is a DISCUSSION question, so others should be able to 
understand it. Your question should try to locate a PROBLEM or ISSUE that calls for discussion. 
The question need not have only one answer. Indeed, it is better if the question does not have a 
simple answer but rather calls for multiple interpretations and positions. 

 
 Response Papers  

Over the course of the term, you will write three responses. Each response should be 2-3 pages and 
uploaded to Canvas on Saturday by Noon. These will be short assignments (2-3 pages) that are 
explanatory, reflective or argumentative. The purpose of these response papers is to get you to work 
on the readings on your own by building on our discussion. They should help you practice your 
critical thinking skills and prepare you for the final paper.  
 
Final Paper 
You will be asked to analyze and synthesize the views of three philosophers in a 5 page paper. You 
will be asked to submit a rough draft (10%) Week 3. You will be given significant feedback on your 
draft to be incorporated in your final paper (25%). 
 

 Participation/Attendance 
You are allowed three unexcused absences. Each additional unexcused absence will result in a 
lowering of your overall grade by 1/3 of a letter grade (A —> A-). In order for an absence to be 
excused (because of illness, bereavement…), you may need to provide documentation. Daily 
participation is expected.   
 

Classroom Policies 
Electronics Please turn off all electronic equipment prior to the start of class. Use of laptop   

 computers during class is prohibited except as part of a classroom exercise. Exceptions to  
 the prohibition of laptops may be requested from the instructor and will be granted only  
 for legitimate academic reasons. Use of laptops for academic reasons will be monitored  
 throughout the term and failure to restrict their use to this function will result in the  
 revocation of any laptop privileges.  

Academic The University Student Conduct Code (available at conduct.uoregon.edu) defines 
Misconduct academic misconduct. Students are prohibited from committing or attempting to commit  

 any act that constitutes academic misconduct. By way of example, students should not  
 give or receive (or attempt to give or receive) unauthorized help on assignments or  
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 examinations without express permission from the instructor. Students should properly  
 acknowledge and document all sources of information (e.g. quotations, paraphrases,  
 ideas) and use only the sources and resources authorized by the instructor. If there is any  
 question about whether an act constitutes academic misconduct, it is the students’  
 obligation to clarify the question with the instructor before committing or attempting to  
 commit the act. Additional information about a common form of academic misconduct,  
 plagiarism, is available at www.libweb.uoregon.edu/ guides/plagiarism/students. 

Individual If you experience difficulty in this course for any reason, please don’t hesitate to consult   
Differences with me. If you have a disability that may prevent you from fully demonstrating your  

 abilities, you should contact me personally as soon as possible so we can discuss   
 accommodations necessary to ensure your full participation and facilitate your education  
 process. The university offers a wide range of services to support you in your efforts to  

 meet the course requirements, including the following:   
- Teaching & Learning Center (TLC): TLC provides numerous resources (including  

courses, workshops, and tutoring) to help UO students succeed. They work with a 
diverse student body with a wide range of needs. If you are unsure which resources 
would work best, they are happy to answer questions and share suggestions.  Web: 

http://libweb.uoregon.edu/ – Phone: 541-346-2184.   
- University Counseling and Testing Center (UCTC): The UCTC provides 

comprehensive mental health care and testing services to the University of Oregon 
campus. The primary mission of the UCTC is to provide quality clinical/therapeutic 
services, psychological testing and assessment, psychoeducational workshops and 
outreach as well as emergency services. Web: http://counseling.uoregon.edu/dnn/ – 
Phone:541-346-3227 

- Disability Services (DS): DS coordinates services, provides advocacy and support to 
students with documented physical, learning, and psychological disabilities and 
provides assistance to the general campus community in responding appropriately to 
requests for accommodations based on disability. Web: http://ds.uoregon.edu/ Phone: 
541-346-6013 

Course Schedule 
 
Week One Love & the Self 
  hooks, All About Love (25pgs) 
  Plato, The Symposium 
  Beauvoir, “Introduction”; “The Woman in Love”  
 
Week Two Sexual Desire & the Self 
  Burke, “Sexuality as Becoming” (24pgs) 

Eribon, “The Shock of Insult”; Heterosexual Interpellation”; “Existence Precedes 
Essence”; “Born this Way?” “Is Sexual Orientation innate?” 
Ahmed “Sexual Orientation” (29pgs) 
Diamond “Will the real lesbian please stand up?” 

 
Week Three Sexual Objectification & Violence 
  Bordo, “Gentleman or Beast?” 
  Mann, “Creepers, Flirts, Heroes and Allies”  
  Katz “The Macho Paradox” 
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  Movie: Tough Guise or Flirting with Danger 
 
Week Four Sexual Politics & Liberation  
  Hill-Collins “Prisons for Our Bodies, Closets for our Minds” 
  hooks, Chapters 6, 10, 12, All About Love 
  Simpson, Islands of Decolonial Love 
  Rupi Kaur, Milk and Honey  
 


