
Philosophy of Sexual Orientation
Mondays at 9:50–12:15
Teaching Building 3, Room 102

Peter Finocchiaro
My office: B502
My office hours: Thursdays (14:00–16:00) and by appointment
My email: peter.w.finocchiaro@gmail.com
My QQ: 3760446023
Class QQ: 1077802180

Course Description:
Compared to other social categories such as race and gender, sexual orientation has received
less attention from philosophers. On the one hand, that is not so surprising. The concept
of sexual orientation is relatively new, emerging a little over 100 years ago. And many peo-
ple think that it is a natural category akin to blood type and therefore better studied by
biologists and psychologists. On the other hand, beliefs about sexual orientation are deeply
embedded in contemporary social and political practices. Yet it doesn’t take much work
to reveal that sexual orientation is more complicated than is ordinarily assumed. In this
course, you will learn about some of these complications, including those that intersect with
other issues in philosophy – social construction, voluntarism, conceptual engineering, the
metaphysics of dispositions, and the ethics of scientific research to name just a few.

This course is an advanced seminar in social ontology. While there are many ways to design
an advanced seminar, I have designed this one to be discussion-based and topic-oriented.
We will read and discuss two books on the philosophy of sexual orientation. In addition, you
will write two short reply-style papers in response to that literature, one for each book.

Required Texts: The Mismeasure of Desire: The Science, Theory, and Ethics of Sexual
Orientation, by Edward Stein; The End of Binaries: How Gender and Sexual Orientation
Come in Degrees by Kevin Richardson

Optional Texts: As I said, sexual orientation has received comparatively less attention
from philosophers. But here are some book-length treatments of the topic that I think are
worth your time, even (especially?) if they are outside your typical reading territory:

� Matthew Andler’s Sexual Orientation and Identity: A Philosophical Analysis

� Sara Ahmed’s Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others

� Brian D. Earp, Clare Chambers, and Lori Watson (eds.), The Routledge Handbook of
Philosophy of Sex and Sexuality

� Michel Foucault’s The History of Sexuality (good luck!)

� Bret Hinsch’s Passions of the Cut Sleeve: The Male Homosexual Tradition in China
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� David Halperin’s One Hundred Years of Homosexuality & Other Essays on Greek Love

� Simon LeVay’s Gay, Straight, and the Reason Why: The Science of Sexual Orientation

(I will provide a PDF file of one of these texts if you send me a picture of a cat on campus.)

Grade Distribution: The overall grade is determined by the following:

Participation 40%
Paper #1 30%
Paper #2 30%

Course Goals: My goal is help you become a productive junior researcher. In service to
that goal, I offer the following three smaller goals:

(a) to improve your ability to effectively and efficiently read contemporary research (par-
ticularly research on the philosophy of sexual orientation);

(b) to improve (or develop) your ability to fruitfully discuss issues (particularly those issues
related to the philosophy of sexual orientation) with your peers;

(c) to develop your ability to produce philosophical research, especially in the form of in-
sightful reply-style papers.

Assignments

Participation: This course is a discussion-based seminar. I will not lecture. Instead, I
will act as one of your peers, and we will all discuss and think through the
reading material together. Consequently, your participation is essential.
If you have taken a course of mine before, you know how I think about
participation: we should be engaged in a soccer match, not a game of ping-
pong. To that end, everyone must come to class prepared to discuss. Being
prepared to discuss means, at a minimum, that you have read all of the
material, you have come up with questions or thoughts to share, and you
are ready to respond to the questions and thoughts shared by your peers.
Please come to class with at least one thing to share. It will be a
painful semester if you do not.

To promote your participation, every week I will send you a personal “progress
report”. In this progress report, I will briefly identify some of the ways you
have successfully modeled good participation and some of the ways that you
could improve as a participant. My intention is for these progress reports to
facilitate an open and honest conversation about how we can all contribute
to the quality of a classroom discussion. Please try to not be intimidated
by them. I will not be mean.
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Papers: Over the course of the semester, you will write two papers that engage with
the ideas presented in the material that we read. These papers should take
the form of a “reply” or “discussion note”. In general, discussion notes
can be constructive, solve some sort of problem that occurs in the original
material, extend the ideas to a new context, and so on. But in this course
I want you to write a “critical” discussion note that develops some kind of
argument or objection against the ideas presented in the book. Above all
else, this discussion note must be concise.

AI Policy

For this course, you are not allowed to use AI* at all, in any capacity.

*The term ‘AI’ is used in conflicting ways, especially in the past few years. I care most about
forbidding the use of generative AI, especially chatbots built on Large Language Models
such as Deepseek and ChatGPT.

Here is a non-exhaustive list of things that I do not want you to use AI to do or assist with:

� Generating text that you will incorporate into your assignments

� Generating ideas that you will articulate in your own words

� Reviewing or revising text that you have written

� Translating course readings, PPTs, or lectures

� Translating text you have written in Chinese into English

If I discover that you have violated my AI policy, punishment is at my discretion. I plan to
use that discretion to incentivize real learning.

Please do not hesitate to contact me about this policy if you have any thoughts, comments,
questions, or concerns. I have many thoughts and feelings about the use of AI in philosophy
and in education. I’m always willing to talk about it with you.

Electronic Devices Policy

For this course, you are not allowed to use electronic devices (including cell phones
and laptops) during class discussions.

Successful discussions require their participants to be fully present. It is increasingly diffi-
cult to be fully present in the presence of devices optimized to grab our attention. So we
all (myself included) will avoid the problem altogether by silencing, turning off, or otherwise
removing them. In the event that we do need to use an electronic device, we will use the
class computer.
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Please do not hesitate to contact me about this policy if you have any thoughts, comments,
questions, or concerns. This semester is my first time implementing a no-devices policy. So,
while I am confident that I am making the right choice, I am approaching this policy with
an experimental attitude.

Reading List and Schedule:

Below is a tentative schedule of the material that we will cover throughout the semester.
The exact schedule will depend on a variety of factors, the primary factor being how fast we
are able to collectively work through the material.

Stage 1: Stein’s The Mismeasure of Desire

Week 1: Introductions (you can read Stein’s Introduction if you want)

Week 2: Chapters 1 + 2 (48 pages )

Week 3: Chapters 3 + 4 (48 pages)

Week 4: Chapters 9 + 10 (47 pages)

Week 5: Chapters 11 + 12 (37 pages), Conclusion optional

Stage 2: Richardson’s The End of Binaries

Week 6: Chapters 1 + 2 (40 pages), Introduction optional but recommended

Week 7: Chapters 3 + 4 (40 pages)

Week 8: Chapters 5 + 6 + 7 (60 pages), I know it’s a lot but try your best

Week 9: Chapters 8 + 9 + 10 (66 pages), I know it’s a lot but try your best

Week 10: Chapter 11 (18 pages)

Week 11: Reserved for holiday cancellations, delays in class, or other unexpected
events

(NB: if you take a picture of yourself next to a statue at East Lake and send it to me before
we finish Stein’s book, I will give you 1 extra credit point.)
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