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Gender and Pop Culture  
Women’s Studies 3331 
 

It Girls, Queer Icons, and Intersectionality in Pop Culture 
 
Schedule Information 
Days: Wednesday 
Time: 12pm to 1:20pm 
Location: PSCI 314 (Physical Sciences Building) 
 
Course Overview 
Step into the glimmering, complex world of pop culture with It Girls, Queer Icons, and Intersectionality, a 
course that unveils the intersections of gender, sexuality, race, and culture in crafting the stories and icons 
that captivate our collective imagination. From the coquettish allure of Clara Bow, Hollywood’s original 
“It Girl,” to the unapologetic vibrance of P-Valley, we’ll explore how popular culture both reflects and 
shapes societal norms. 
 
Through a critical lens, students will dive deep into the phenomenon of the It Girl: the trendsetting 
women who define eras, challenge conventions, and embody both societal ideals and contradictions. 
Alongside them, we’ll examine queer icons: bold figures who have redefined what it means to belong, to 
resist, and to inspire across generations. 
 
This course doesn’t just celebrate these figures, it interrogates the systems of power and exclusion that 
define their legacies. How do race, sexuality, and class complicate these narratives? Who gets to be 
iconic, and why? With an emphasis on intersectionality, students will grapple with the transformative 
power of representation in media, examining how pop culture can both reinforce and resist norms. 
 
Through engaging lectures, critical discussions, and creative projects, students will leave with a nuanced 
understanding of how identity, power, and resistance are intertwined in the cultural zeitgeist. Get ready to 
unpack the glossy veneer of fame and explore the deeper currents that shape our world. 
 
* Please note 
The content, discussion, reading / viewing, and guest speakers will often deal with mature and 
sometimes sensitive topics. Your decision to remain in this course after reading the syllabus 
constitutes informed consent to read, view, and discuss such material in an intellectually-engaged 
and empathetic manner. Many of the discussions will be controversial, and there is a likelihood that 
some may disagree or become offended at some part in the semester -- and that’s okay! Students are 
asked to carefully consider their enrollment and reach out to the professor with any questions or 
concerns.  
 
Communication 
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Excellent communication in-person and online will get you far in life and this course. Course updates and 
information will be sent via Blackboard email. Please be sure to download and set up the Blackboard app 
on your phone or tablet to ensure you receive and respond to course communications. 
 
Course Goals 
By the end of this course, students will: 
 
Emphasize Critical Thinking Skills 

●​ Analyze and critique representations of gender, sexuality, and race in pop culture using theoretical 
frameworks and historical contexts. 

●​ Evaluate the societal impact of It Girls and queer icons, considering the intersections of identity, 
power, and resistance. 

 
Enhance Communication Skills 

●​ Engage in meaningful discussions, debates, and presentations about pop culture narratives and 
their broader implications. 

●​ Articulate complex ideas clearly and persuasively in both written and verbal formats. 
 
Strengthen Research Competencies 

●​ Conduct independent research on topics related to gender, pop culture, and intersectionality, 
utilizing diverse academic and multimedia sources. 

●​ Synthesize findings into cohesive arguments supported by evidence. 
 
Foster Cultural Awareness and Empathy 

●​ Explore the historical and cultural contexts of icons from different backgrounds, understanding 
their roles in shaping societal norms and challenging stereotypes. 

●​ Recognize and respect the diversity of lived experiences represented in pop culture. 
 
Improve Writing Skills 

●​ Craft well-organized, analytical essays and creative projects that demonstrate mastery of course 
concepts. 

●​ Integrate feedback to refine and improve writing throughout the semester. 
 
Promote Interdisciplinary Understanding 

●​ Connect themes of pop culture with broader societal structures, such as politics, economics, and 
social movements. 

●​ Apply intersectional perspectives to analyze how media shapes and reflects our world. 

Build Self-Confidence and Practice Self-Care 

●​ Reflect on personal connections to course topics and identify how pop culture influences identity 
and self-perception. 

●​ Cultivate self-care practices and strategies to navigate critical discussions about sensitive and 
complex topics, fostering a positive and empowered learning experience. 



Fall 2025​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ Professor Erin Coulehan 
 
 
Course Schedule 
 
Unit 1: Foundations of Gender, Pop Culture, and Intersectionality 
Week 1: Introduction to Gender and Intersectionality (Aug. 27) 
 
Key Concepts: Gender, Race, Class, Sexuality 
 
Readings: 

●​ Mapping the Margins by Kimberlé Crenshaw (PDF on Blackboard) 
●​ “The It Girls of Every Decade” (PDF on Blackboard) 
●​ “What is It About an It Girl?” (PDF on Blackboard) 

 
Week 2: Pop Culture Icons and the Birth of the It Girl (Sept. 3) 
Focus: Clara Bow and the Roaring Twenties 
 
Readings: 

●​ “Feminism and Flapperdom: Sexual Liberation, Ownership of Body and Sexuality, & 
Constructions of Femininity in the Roaring 20’s” (PDF on Blackboard) 

●​ “My Life” by Clara Bow (PDF on Blackboard) 
 
Unit 2: The Golden Age of Hollywood and Beyond 
Week 3: Hollywood Starlets and Their Legacy (Sept. 10) 
Focus: Marilyn Monroe, Dorothy Dandridge, and Rita Hayworth 
 
Readings:  

●​ “White” by Richard Dyer (PDF on Blackboard) 
●​ “How Hollywood Sold Glamour” (link here) 

 
Week 4: Queer Subtext in Mid-20th Century Media (ONLINE ONLY) (Sept. 17) 
Focus: Hidden queer narratives 
 
Readings:  

●​ “Book Review of Vito Russo’s The Celluloid Closet” (link here) 
●​ “From Sissies to Secrecy: The Evolution of the Hays Code Queer” (link here) 

 
Unit 3: The 70s, 80s, and the Rise of Queer Icons 
 
Week 5: Disco, Glam Rock, and LGBTQ+ Icons (Sept. 24) 
Focus: David Bowie, Grace Jones, and Sylvester 
 
Readings:  

●​ “The Dazzling, Daring History of Disco” by Ashlee Sierra (link here) 
●​ “The Disco Lifestyle” by Richard Powers (link here) 

https://daily.jstor.org/how-hollywood-sold-glamour/
https://brightlightsfilm.com/book-review-celluloid-closet-vito-russo/
https://filmicmag.com/2015/08/01/from-sissies-to-secrecy-the-evolution-of-the-hays-code-queer/
https://www.pbs.org/articles/the-dazzling-daring-history-of-disco
https://socialdance.stanford.edu/Syllabi/disco_lifestyle.htm
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●​  “The ’70s Queer Disco Scene: Embracing Self-Expression and Empowerment of the 
Marginalised”  by Rowena Wise (link here) 

 
Week 6: Madonna, Gender Play, and Cultural Provocation (Oct. 1) 
Focus: Madonna as a queer ally and provocateur 
 
Readings:  

●​ “From The Archive: 30-Year-Old Madonna On The ‘Real’ Her” by Sarajane Hoare (link here) 
●​  'A Duty and an Honor': Madonna Reflects on Decades of LGBTQ Activism” by Brian Latimer 

(link here) 
 
Unit 4: Intersectionality and 90s Pop Culture 
Week 7: The Supermodel Era and Its Impact (Oct. 8) 
Focus: Naomi Campbell, Linda Evangelista, and diversity in fashion 
 
Readings:  

●​ “The Super Models: How Linda, Cindy, Christy, Naomi and Tatjana defined an era” by Clare 
Thorp (link here) 

●​ “The Rise and Fall of the 90s Supermodel” (link here) 
●​ “'90s Models: A Look Back at the Faces—Famous and Slightly Less So—That Defined a 

Decade” by Janelle Okwodu (link here) 
 
Week 8: Midterms / Self-care (ONLINE ONLY) (Oct. 15) 
 
Week 9: Fashion and Intersectionality in Vogue and Beyond (Oct. 22) 
Focus: Anna Wintour, André Leon Talley, and cultural gatekeeping 
 
Readings:  

●​ Excerpts from The Chiffon Trenches (link here) 
●​ “Fashion’s Blind Spot” (link here) 
●​ “A History of Racism in Fashion” (link here) 

 
Unit 5: 21st-Century Pop Culture and Representation 
Week 10: Queer Cinema and New Representation (Oct. 29) 
 
Focus: Films like Paris Is Burning and My Own Private Idaho 
 
Readings: 

●​ Bell Hooks’ essays on race, class, and gender in cinema (PDF on Blackboard) 
 
Week 11: Social Media, Reality TV, and the New It Girl (Nov. 5) 
Focus: Kim Kardashian, Paris Hilton, and Instagram culture 
 
Readings:  

https://mixdownmag.com.au/features/the-70s-queer-disco-scene-embracing-self-expression-and-empowerment-of-the-marginalised/
https://www.vogue.co.uk/article/madonna-british-vogue-cover-february-1989
https://www.nbcnews.com/feature/nbc-out/duty-honor-madonna-reflects-decades-lgbtq-activism-n1002166
https://www.bbc.com/culture/article/20230919-the-super-models-how-linda-cindy-christy-naomi-and-tatjana-defined-an-era
https://artsandculture.google.com/story/the-rise-and-fall-of-the-90s-supermodel/_gVRe27kG0w8LA?hl=en
https://www.vogue.com/article/georgina-grenville-yasmeen-ghauri-90s-models-now
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/19/books/review/the-chiffon-trenches-by-andre-leon-talley-an-excerpt.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2013/08/08/fashion/fashions-blind-spot.html
https://www.complex.com/style/a/complex/a-history-of-racism-in-fashion
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●​ “The Rise of Influencers in Media” (PDF on Blackboard) 
●​ “Gen Z and the Rise of Influencer Culture” (PDF on Blackboard)  
●​ “The LA It Girls: The Story of Paris Hilton and Kim Kardashian” by Gladys W. Muturi (link 

here) 
 
Week 12: Queer Icons in Music and Performance (Nov. 12)  
Focus: Beyonce, Lady Gaga, Lil Nas X, Rainbow Kitten Surprise 
 
Readings:  

●​ “Unveiling the Queer Renaissance: Beyoncé’s Recognition of Voguing and House Music” by 
Vikram Kolli (link here) 

●​ 8 Times Lady Gaga Earned Her ‘Gay Icon’ Title” by Mitchell Harrison (link here) 
●​ “Lil Nas X Embraces Black Queer Sexuality — And Becomes An 'Industry Baby'” by Ari 

Shapiro (link here) 
●​ “Ela Melo talks Rainbow Kitten Surprise’s new era, comeback album: ‘I was a tortured soul 

before being openly trans’” by Lyndsey Parker (link here) 
 
Unit 6: Modern Representations and Critiques 
Week 13: The Politics of Reality TV and LGBTQ+ Narratives (Nov. 19)  
Focus: RuPaul’s Drag Race and Pose 
 
Readings:  

●​ “How ‘RuPaul’s Drag Race’ queens became the ambassadors of being yourself” by Spencer 
Macnaughton and Sam Donndelinger (link here) 

●​ “RuPaul’s Drag Race: our research shows how it helps destigmatise the LGBTQ+ community” by 
Mario Campana (link here) 

 
Week 14:  P-Valley: Intersectionality in the Deep South (Nov. 26) 
Focus: Race, class, and queerness in P-Valley 
 
Readings:  

●​ “20 Reasons Why "P-Valley" Is Becoming An Important Part Of Television History” by Josh 
Rogers (link here) 

●​ “Brandee Evans and J. Alphonse Nicholson on "P-Valley"'s Approach to Black Queer 
Representation” by Njera Perkins (link here) 

●​ “ Into the glittering neon universe of 'P-Valley' with Katori Hall” by B.A. Parker (link here) 
 
Week 15: Final Project Prep (Dec. 3)  
Focus: Course wrap-up 
 
Week 16: Final Project  
Students submit their projects analyzing a pop culture icon or trend through the lens of intersectionality. 

https://vocal.media/geeks/the-la-it-girls-the-story-of-paris-hilton-and-kim-kardashian
https://vocal.media/geeks/the-la-it-girls-the-story-of-paris-hilton-and-kim-kardashian
https://harvardpolitics.com/queer-renaissance-beyonce/
https://www.billboard.com/photos/lady-gaga-earned-gay-icon-title-7840892/
https://www.npr.org/2021/08/02/1023925096/industry-baby-lil-nas-x-proves-hes-here-to-stay
https://www.lyndsanity.com/music/ela-melo-talks-rainbow-kitten-surprises-new-era-i-was-a-tortured-soul/
https://www.gaytimes.com/uncloseted/ru-paul-drag-race-season-17-impact-alaska-shea-coulee/
https://theconversation.com/rupauls-drag-race-our-research-shows-how-it-helps-destigmatise-the-lgbtq-community-199627
https://www.buzzfeed.com/joshrodgers/why-p-valley-is-becoming-an-important-part-of-television
https://www.popsugar.com/entertainment/brandee-evans-j-alphonse-nicholson-p-valley-interview-48863678
https://www.npr.org/transcripts/1116600520
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Assignments Scale 

●​ Weekly Assignments (60%) 
●​ Midterm Essay: Analysis of an It Girl or Queer Icon (20%) 
●​ Final Project (20%) 

 
Grades will be distributed based on a percentage from the point total as follows: 
100-94​​ A​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ 76-74​ ​ C 
93-90​ ​ A-​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ 73-70​ ​ C- 
89-87​ ​ B+​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ 69-70​ ​ D+ 
86-84​ ​ B​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ 66-64​ ​ D 
83-80​ ​ B-​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ 63-60​ ​ D-​  
79-77​ ​ C+​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ 59-0​ ​ F 

Course Assignments 
Weekly Reflections (60%) 
Description​
Students are required to complete 12 Blackboard discussion posts throughout the semester, responding to 
prompts that align with the weekly readings and lecture materials. These prompts are designed to 
encourage critical thinking, engagement with the material, and meaningful participation in the course 
discourse. 
 
Requirements 

●​ Length: 350–600 words per post. 
●​ Due Dates: Posts must be submitted by the deadline listed on the syllabus. 
●​ Grading: Each response is worth 5 points, for a total of 60 points. Late submissions or responses 

that do not fully engage with the prompts will not receive credit. 
 
Objectives 

●​ Enhance comprehension of weekly material. 
●​ Encourage thoughtful analysis and peer engagement. 
●​ Develop communication and writing skills through structured responses. 

 
Midterm Essay: Analysis of an It Girl or Queer Icon (20%) 
Description​
For this assignment, students will select an It Girl or queer icon and analyze their cultural significance 
through a critical lens. Essays should explore how the chosen figure reflects and shapes societal norms, 
identity, and intersectionality. 
 
Requirements 

●​ Length: 4–5 double-spaced pages. 
●​ Components: Include historical context, critical analysis, and connections to course themes. 
●​ Due Date: Week 7 
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Objectives 

●​ Develop research and analytical skills. 
●​ Apply theoretical frameworks to a specific cultural figure. 
●​ Explore intersections of gender, sexuality, race, and media representation. 

 
Final Project (20%) 
Description​
For the final project, students will synthesize their learning by creating a comprehensive analysis of a 
major theme or concept explored in the course. This could take the form of an academic paper, creative 
project (e.g., short film, art installation, or zine), or a digital project (e.g., website or social media 
campaign). Students must propose their project idea and receive approval in advance. 
 
Requirements 

●​ Length: Varies by project type (e.g., 8–10 pages for essays or equivalent effort for creative 
projects). 

●​ Components: Must include a written component (e.g., artist’s statement or reflective essay) 
explaining how the project connects to course material. 

●​ Due Date: Final exam period. 
 
Objectives 

●​ Foster self-expression and in-depth analysis. 
●​ Integrate course concepts into a unique, personalized project. 
●​ Showcase research, creativity, and critical thinking skills. 

 
Disabilities & Special Assistance 
Please inform the professor early in the semester if any special accommodations based on a disability 
are required.  
 
You must also be in communication with UTEP’s Center for Accommodations and Support Services, 
and can contact the office at CASS@utep.edu.  
 
Due Dates & Academic Integrity 
Life is happening for everyone, and no one has it all figured out. Please keep a calendar of 
assignment due dates, in-class and online meetings,  and be thoughtful of the time necessary to 
complete each assignment effectively. Due dates are firm and full credit will not be given to 
assignments submitted late unless prior arrangements are made. Late assignments will not be 
accepted unless for an excused absence. Arrangements to make-up assignments must be made prior 
to the due date. If you must be absent, please make an effort to submit prior to the due date and 
always communicate with the professor.  
 
Students are expected to do their own work and act with academic integrity. Cheating will be taken 
very seriously and the professor will follow UTEP policies pertaining to academic honesty, integrity, 

mailto:CASS@utep.edu


Fall 2025​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ Professor Erin Coulehan 
 
 
cheating, fabrication, helping others cheat, or plagiarism. Any of these offenses will result in course 
failure and being reported to UTEP administration. Please carefully read the section on “Academic 
Honesty” in your student handbook, and consult the professor with any questions or concerns.  
 
*This syllabus is flexible and can be adjusted based on current events, emerging trends, or specific 
interests of the students. Guest speakers, multimedia presentations, and group projects can also be 
incorporated to enhance learning experiences. 
 
UTEP Edge & Extra Credit 
UTEP Edge, our Quality Enhancement Plan (QEP), enriches student learning and pre-professional 
achievement through integrative and applied learning experiences, known as Edge Experiences, within 
and beyond the classroom. The Edge Experiences (Student Opportunities) enhance students’ personal and 
professional skills and equip them with a competitive advantage when they graduate and enter the 
workforce or pursue a graduate degree. Students gain that competitive advantage by fine-tuning and 
articulating their strengths and skills, which we refer to as Edge Advantages (Student Learning 
Outcomes). 
 
Edge Advantages (Student Learning Outcomes)  
Communication  
Written: Students will demonstrate effective interpretation, development and application of written 
communication strategies appropriate to purpose, genre, context, and audience.  
 
Oral: Students will demonstrate effective interpretation, development and application of oral 
communication strategies appropriate to purpose, genre, context and audience.  
 
Confidence 
Students will articulate gains in self-confidence by identifying, evaluating, and building on their talents, 
abilities, strengths and skills.  
 
Critical Thinking 
Students will analyze information from multiple relevant sources that reflect contrasting viewpoints and 
will articulate a well-reasoned conclusion or position.  
 
Entrepreneurship 
Students will demonstrate their ability to identify opportunities to cultivate ideas and motivation to 
develop products, organize services, and/or manage firms or industries.  
 
Global Awareness 
Students will analyze and evaluate global, interconnected systems to determine how those systems affect 
personal and/or community outcomes.  
Leadership 
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Students will demonstrate their ability to act ethically and responsibly for the benefit of society by 
articulating an awareness of social problems; exercising ethical leadership practices; engaging in civic, 
political or community activities; and/or advocating for social justice.  
Problem-Solving 
Students will demonstrate their ability to identify a conflict or issue, analyze possible responses, and 
develop a plan to apply the most viable solutions.  
 
Social Responsibility 
Students will demonstrate knowledge of ethical decision-making and commitment towards social equity 
and cross-cultural diversity.  
 
Teamwork 
Students will collaborate effectively with individuals and groups to accomplish a common goal while 
demonstrating respect and value for a diversity of perspectives.  
 
Extra Credit Opportunities 
Edge Advantages 
Students are encouraged to consider the following extra credit opportunities to complement their 
coursework: 
 

●​ Communication: Write a Reflective Blog Post 
○​ Assignment: Write a 500-word blog post reflecting on a particular It Girl or Queer Icon, 

and how their communication style (through media, interviews, etc.) influences public 
perception. Use specific examples to illustrate how their communication has impacted 
their image. 

○​ Deliverable: A 500-word blog post 
 

●​ Confidence: Personal Empowerment Journal 
○​ Assignment: Write a 300-word journal entry reflecting on how the concept of the  It Girl 

or Queer Icon has influenced your own understanding of confidence. Include personal 
anecdotes or experiences where you have seen or experienced a boost in confidence. 

○​ Deliverable: A 300-word journal entry 
 

●​ Critical Thinking: Quick Comparative Essay 
○​ Assignment: Write a 400-word essay comparing the portrayal of two different It Girl or 

Queer Icon from the course in terms of gender, race, or class. Discuss how these 
portrayals impact societal views and what they reveal about intersectionality. 

○​ Deliverable: A 400-word comparative essay 
 

●​ Entrepreneurship: Branding Slogan 
○​ Assignment: Create a catchy slogan for a fictional  It Girl or Queer Icon brand. The 

slogan should reflect their unique attributes and values. Write a brief explanation 
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(100-150 words) of how this slogan captures their essence and would appeal to their 
target audience. 

○​ Deliverable: A slogan and a 200-450 word explanation 
 

●​ Global Awareness: Cross-Cultural Impact Postcard 
○​ Assignment: Design a digital postcard highlighting how a prominent  It Girl or Queer 

Icon from a non-Western culture influences global gender perceptions. Include a brief 
(150-200 word) description of their impact and significance. 

○​ Deliverable: A digital postcard with a 150-200 word description 
 

●​ Leadership: Leadership Traits List 
○​ Assignment: Identify five key leadership traits of a notable  It Girl or Queer Icon and 

describe them in a 500-word document. Explain how these traits contribute to their 
leadership style and impact. 

○​ Deliverable: A 500-word document listing and describing five leadership traits 
 

●​ Problem Solving: Media Critique 
○​ Assignment: Choose a media portrayal of an  It Girl or Queer Icon that you believe 

presents a problem or challenge (e.g., perpetuating stereotypes). Write a 500-word 
critique proposing potential solutions or improvements to address these issues. 

○​ Deliverable: A 500-word critique with proposed solutions 
 

●​ Social Responsibility: Awareness Campaign Design 
○​ Assignment: Design a simple one-page flier for a social responsibility campaign inspired 

by an  It Girl or Queer Icon who advocates for a cause. Include key information about the 
campaign and how it addresses a specific social issue. 

○​ Deliverable: A one-page flier 
 

●​ Teamwork: Group Discussion Summary 
○​ Assignment: Participate in a small group discussion (3-4 students) about a specific  It Girl 

or Queer Icon and summarize the key points of the discussion in a 500-word document. 
Include how different perspectives were considered and any consensus or differing 
opinions that emerged. 

○​ Deliverable: A 500-word summary of the group discussion 
 
*Note: If interested in any (or all) of these opportunities, please email the professor for more 
information, brainstorming, or help finding opportunities.  
 
A Message from Women's & Gender Studies 
Women’s and Gender Studies supports a learning environment in which individual differences are 
understood, respected, and appreciated. We believe that all students benefit from training and 
experiences that will help them to learn, lead, and serve in an increasingly diverse society. All 
members of our program must accept the responsibility to demonstrate civility and respect for the 
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dignity of others. Expressions or actions that disparage a person’s race, ethnicity, nationality, 
culture, gender, gender identity, religion, sexual orientation, age, veteran status, or disability are 
contrary to the mission of our program. All our faculty and staff are responsible for promoting 
inclusive spaces for all, including students with children and breastfeeding mothers. While a 
Women’s and Gender Studies student, you will be given an equitable opportunity to contribute and 
succeed. The lived experiences and knowledge that you bring to our courses are considered a 
resource, strength, and benefit. Thank you for the experiences that you bring to our program! 
  
Policy on Children in Class: It is our belief that if we want to reach all students, that we should also 
expect parents and children to be present in some form. Currently, the university does not have a 
formal policy on children in the classroom. The policy described here is thus a reflection of Women’s 
and Gender Studies’ commitment to student, staff and faculty parents. If you are breastfeeding or are 
the guardian of a child, feel free to bring them to class if there is a gap in childcare. You may sit near 
the door, and we understand if you must step out occasionally to meet their needs. 
 
Furthermore, I would like to create a learning environment for my students that supports your 
thoughts, perspectives and experiences, and honors your identities. To help accomplish this: 

❖​ If you have a name and/or set of pronouns that differ from those that appear in your official 
UTEP records, please let me know. 

❖​ I (like many people) am still in the process of learning about a multitude of perspectives and 
identities. If something was said in class (by anyone) that made you feel uncomfortable, 
please talk to me about it. 
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