January 26, 2010

Concurrence for the Proposed Sexuality Studies Major 

The Department of Women’s Studies has voted to grant concurrence to the proposed Sexuality Studies major. This letter is our acknowledgement of how important the field of sexuality is and an effort to make a major work with already existing structures. However, with concurrence we would like to express some concerns about what the effects of the major would be for our department.  

We respect the labor that went into the production of this program and proposal and we are engaged in ongoing conversations with Sexuality Studies about ways to address some of these concerns. However, they wish to go forward immediately, so we must send a letter forward before we have had the opportunity to work out a possible solution. The relationship between the proposed major and Women’s Studies is a complicated issue, and we are struggling to negotiate that relationship both within our department and with the Sexuality Studies Oversight Committee.    This response to the proposal addresses three separate topics 1) our reasons for support; 2) our disciplinary and institutional concerns; and 3) possible ways to address these concerns. 

I. OUR REASONS FOR GRANTING CONCURRENCE

Debra Moddelmog, Mollie Blackburn, and the Sexuality Studies Oversight Committee have done an impressive job in building an interdisciplinary program that draws on resources across the university. Sexuality Studies is growing as a field—both internationally and nationally—and the minor has been very successful. Members of our own department have served on the Oversight Committee and have been integral to discussions about both the program and course development.

While Women’s Studies attracts students doing sexuality studies from the fields of feminist theory, gender studies, queer studies, race and ethnicity, popular culture, film studies, transnational studies, and politics, we do not always attract as many students from other behavioral sciences. The Sexuality Studies major serves an important role in reaching out to students who may not otherwise come to the field.

II. OUR DISCIPLINARY AND INSTITUTIONAL CONCERNS

A. Sexuality Studies in Women’s Studies

Nationally, sexuality studies programs are largely housed in Women’s Studies programs and departments. This is due to the fact that feminist critical approaches to gender, women, and social difference treat sexuality as a core concern.  Sexuality is not peripheral to our research or teaching at OSU and currently exists as a foundation to our undergraduate and graduate curricula.

Unfortunately, the proposal treats Women’s Studies as equivalent to disciplines such as Sociology and Psychology.  While these departments may have classes or sexuality studies hires, Women’s Studies is unique among these because sexuality is addressed in almost every class in Women’s Studies. While every class in Women’s Studies is not a sexuality class, the study of sexuality is central to the discipline’s approach to the study of women and gender.

B. The Coherence of the Study of Sexuality in Women’s Studies

We are concerned that the major proposal misrepresents the place of sexuality studies in what we do. The proposal treats Women’s Studies as exercising a singular disciplinary perspective, but Women’s Studies faculty approach sexuality studies from a variety of disciplines, theoretical concerns, and methodologies.  Our concern is that the Sexuality Studies claim to broadly represent the range of disciplinary approaches to the field is enhanced by narrowing and underestimating the range of Women’s Studies approaches to sexuality studies.

C. Our Institutional Role

Our undergraduate advisor indicates to us that students are surprised to find that sexuality studies is not housed with Women’s Studies.  We need to be assured that we can still make the importance of sexuality studies in our department legible to the general student population after the Sexuality Studies major is instituted.  It might well be damaging to our reputation if Ohio State students, to say nothing of students and scholars in the discipline of Women’s Studies nationally, perceive our program as a place where sexuality studies does not take place. 

Moreover, we are concerned that future attempts at program building, class development, and hiring could become restricted if the College perceives that sexuality studies takes place in another unit. Such an outcome would have severe ramifications to our national reputation, given the usual alignment of sexuality studies with Women’s or Gender Studies.

III. Possible Solutions

A. Housing

We recognize that there are other institutional forces at work to house the programs in DISCO, and we support the growth and sustainability of those programs. Decisions about the location of these programs have not been made, but if Arts and Sciences does decide to house the interdisciplinary programs in departments, we would ask that the College house Sexuality Studies in Women’s Studies (for the reasons stated above).  In addition to maintaining the autonomy of Sexuality Studies, other possible benefits of such an institutional arrangement might include budgetary strengths, administrative structures, and increased leverage for making hires in sexuality across the university.

B. Double Major or Specified Track

While other departments might also wish to claim that they should have a specific track or double major, Women’s Studies is uniquely situated to offer such an option. This may require that the university make an exception about the “unique hours” requirement for majors; the university is interested in breaking down disciplinary boundaries, and this may be an opportunity to do so.  A possible unique Women’s Studies/Sexuality Studies double major extends naturally from their joined intellectual history and national norms of institutional alignment.

Thank you for considering our suggestions and concerns.

On behalf of the Women’s Studies faculty,

Jill Bystydzienski

Chair

