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In the wake of the global economic crisis – which has adversely affected women’s work 
opportunities and access to healthcare, increased instances of violence against women, and 
slowed down progress toward achievement of the Millennium Development Goals – it is 
appropriate to ask how Women’s Studies programs and departments address the issues and 
inspire students toward theoretically-informed action for social and gender justice.  It should be 
noted that Women’s Studies as an academic sub-field was established in the wake of the 
women’s movement of the 1970s; some feminist scholars wrote women back into history or 
documented the diversity of sex roles across time and space while others engaged with legal and 
policy inequalities and discrimination.1 In the 1980s, feminist studies began to move in a more 
conceptual direction, especially in the United States; by the 1990s there was, in general, less 
attention to legal, policy, and social justice issues than to matters of theory.  Meanwhile, the 
academic study of women and gender began to spread across the globe; in many countries, the 
study of women’s participation and rights, as well as broader issues of development and justice, 
have been flourishing.  More recently, the global economic crisis has galvanized some feminist 
scholars in the U.S. – where the crisis originated – to reflect on how the production of knowledge 
at universities, and especially in Women’s Studies programs and departments, might critically 
address such crises, with a view toward cultivating knowledge and action for progressive social 
change.    
 
Preliminary research finds that while many Women’s Studies programs in the Global South 
address grassroots activism, legal and policy issues, the programs in the Global North often focus 
on cultural processes to unpack gender inequalities.  Even so, there are differences in the Global 
North, with more attention to issues of the welfare state and economic opportunity in the Nordic 
countries and the U.K. than is the case in the U.S.  At the same time, an activist trend may be 
observed among students within U.S.-based women’s studies programs, with a focus on 
reproductive and sexual rights.  Moreover, the study of “global feminism” and “transnational 
feminist networks” has introduced students and scholars to the important role of feminist 
advocacy and lobbying at the global level.2 Dialogue is needed, then, to elucidate the educational 
                                                
1 Cynthia F. Epstein, “Reflections on Women and the Law in the USA,” International Social Science Journal 191 
(2008): 17-26. [Special issue on The Rights of Women: Activism, Research and Policy, guest edited by V. M. 
Moghadam.] 
 
2 See V. M. Moghadam, Globalizing Women: Transnational Feminist Networks (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2005); and Susan Shaw and Janet Lee (eds.), Women Worldwide: Transnational Feminist 
Perspectives on Women (NY: McGraw Hill, 2010).  
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objectives, policy-oriented research, and theoretically-informed activism in and around Women’s 
Studies programs worldwide.    
 
The papers in this collection were prepared for the international conference Women’s Studies 
North and South: Addressing Global Gender and Social Justice Issues. The purpose of the 
conference was to share information on how we integrate contemporary gender justice and social 
justice issues into our teaching as well as our research, with a view toward recommending 
appropriate curricular revisions.  The meeting also would identify areas of collaborative action 
research that could include students.  The goal is to demonstrate the continued relevance of 
Women’s Studies in knowledge-building for social justice and ethical leadership, and the ways 
by which we navigate boundaries and borders across theory, policy, and activism.  Participants 
are scholars or directors of women/gender studies programs; staff members of professional 
associations or international organizations; and representatives of transnational feminist 
networks.  
 
Many of the contributors are members of the Global Women’s Studies/Gender Research 
Network, established in 2005 when the present author was a UNESCO staff member. This 
informal network includes feminist scholars/professors and women’s studies 
programs/departments at universities in Africa, Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean, North 
America, Europe, and Oceania. To date, participants have initiated or taken part in collaborative 
activities such as small meetings and two book projects.3  Given its scope, the network has the 
potential to raise awareness and to educate large constituencies – both university- and 
community-based – in the 16 countries across the globe within which it operates.   
 
Preparations for the Bellagio conference provided us with the opportunity to reflect on the kinds 
of relationships that exist between Women’s Studies programs and feminist scholars, on the one 
hand, and activist groups and coalitions on the other; the social justice and gender justice issues 
that are addressed, whether at local, national or global levels; and the extent to which the 
academic programs integrate feminist activism and policy work into the curriculum, thus 
fostering a new generation of graduates who can bring critical, ethical, and informed 
perspectives to bear on such local/global matters as the economic crisis and pathways to social 
justice; democratization with women’s participation and rights; and attaining human rights and 
women’s full citizenship. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                
3 Graciela Di Marco and Costanza Tabbush (eds.), Feminisms, Democratization and Radical Democracy (San 
Martin, Argentina: UNSAMEDITA Press, 2011); and Valentine M. Moghadam, Mary Margaret Fonow and Suzanne 
Franzway (eds.), Making Globalization Work for Women: The Role of Trade Unions and Women’s Social Rights 
(Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 2012). 
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1. 
 

The Women and Gender Studies Programme at Makerere University 
 

Consolata Kabonesa  
School of Women and Gender Studies, Makerere University, Kampala, Uganda 

 
FROM A HUMBLE BEGINNING 
 
The School of Women and Gender Studies (SWGS) is a multidisciplinary academic unit and the 
first of its kind in Eastern and Southern Africa. It was established in 1991 as a Department of 
Women’s Studies in the Faculty of Social Sciences.  The Department was then housed in one 
room in the basement in the Faculty of Social Sciences. This one room was an office space for 
the Head of Department, academic members of staff and the students.4 From this humble 
beginning, a vibrant school has emerged with all promises of delivering more and transforming 
the Ugandan society.   
 
The department was established following the rekindling of the women’s movement in Uganda 
after the 3rd United Nations World Conference on Women held in Nairobi, Kenya in 1985. The 
conference did not only challenge but inspired the Ugandan women to bring change to Uganda. 
The Women’s Studies department was established to reinforce the women’s movement with 
empirical research for advocacy5 and following the realization that gender as an analytical tool is 
a necessity and an integral part of the development process. Therefore, there was need to build 
capacity and create a critical mass of gender experts for the academia and the public sector to 
ensure that development policy analysis and transformation is conducted from a gender 
perspective; and for the private sector and civil society to ensure that advocacy work, promotion 
of gender equality and women’s empowerment is carried out from a well informed background.  
 
The desired outcome of SWGS has been and continues to be social change. In 1994 the 
department changed its name to Women and Gender Studies. In the Western World the change 
from women’s studies to gender studies was believed to transform the field from being a single-
sex and women centered to a neutral and inclusive field that reinforces women and men relations 
and stops marginalization of women.6 Fellman further notes that the change to gender studies 
does not bring out women’s visibility and argues that this change has opened space for men to 
influence Women’s Studies and protect the status quo. The Uganda case is slightly different as 
the unit started with thirteen (13) students and only one was male. During the academic years 
(1991/1992-1994/1995) when the department was designated as Women’s Studies, it registered a 
total of 11 males and 41females (Figure 1). 
  
From Figure 1 it is clear that the enrolment has been fluctuating with the highest number of 
males (7) registering in academic year 1995/1996, after the unit was re-designated Women and 
Gender Studies. It may be plausible that the change in the name helped to get more males to 

                                                
4 The Department of Women and Gender Studies (2002) Celebrating 10 years of existence. 
5 Ibid 
6 Fellman (2002), Perceived Impact of Women Studies on Key Life Choices and Experiences in  
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enroll. It is also important to take cognizance of the fact that from 1991/92 through 19994/95 the 
program was being funded by government just like all MA/MSc programmes in the University at 
the time. However, it is not surprising that the highest number of males registered when the 
program was government funded. Since they did not have to pay, they attended as one of the 
alumnae said: ‘at that time women studies/gender studies was marketable as gender consultants 
were required by government and NGOs’.7 This seems to mean that most the males may not 
have come in because they were passionate about the cause but because the skilled personnel 
were few and the competition was almost non-existent. However, that situation has changed 
since; the School has graduated over 150 students.    
 

 
Figure 1: MA Gender Studies Enrolment Figures by Sex 
 
Although in 2001 the School registered the highest enrolment, although the rate of completion 
has also been fluctuating since 1997. Between 1997 and 2008, the highest number of students 
who completed was recorded in academic year 2002/2003, while academic year 2007/2008 had 
the largest number of those who failed to complete.  It may be that the students come into the 
School to enhance their skills in gender analysis and after the first year, they concentrate on their 
jobs and do not write their dissertations in time to be able to complete the programme. Indeed the 
WGS programme Makerere University -has been different as it has continued to attract more 
male students and academic members of staff who work on both academic matters and advocacy 
work.  
 
At a meeting with stakeholders (both male and female) in June 2010, the Department assessed its 
position and current demands within and beyond the University, and it was unanimously decided 
that the department repositions herself into a School of Women and Gender Studies with an 
amplified structure to handle her increased obligations. It was suggested that the School forms 
departments focusing on Women’s Studies, Gender Studies, Feminist Science and Masculinities. 

                                                
7 Male Alumni: Personal Communication, July 2011 
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During the process of restructuring and transformation in Makerere University (2010-2011), the 
department was allowed to restructure itself.  In December 2010 the University Council 
approved all the colleges and schools and in February 2011 the colleges became operational after 
approval by the National Council for Higher Education. Thus SWGS became operational under 
the College of Humanities and Social Sciences. The male scholars and management have been 
instrumental and supportive during the restructuring process. 
 
The School has kept the same Vision and Mission as formulated in its strategic plan.8  Although 
the School’s vision is based on the University Vision, it focuses on the field of women and 
gender studies, that is:  A leading centre of academic excellence and innovation in the discipline 
of Women and Gender Studies at local, national and international levels.  The School’s Mission 
is:  To develop and impart gender as an academic discipline, as well as to provide intellectual 
leadership and skills for gender mainstreaming in academia and other areas. In conducting its 
business, the School is guided by the following values: Gender sensitivity, Valuing diversity and 
multiple perspectives, Knowledge-building through real-life issues, an interactive learning 
environment, Social responsibility, professionalism, high integrity and ethical behaviour. 
 
The School’s mandate is to create a critical mass of qualified human resource in gender studies 
through innovative and learner-centered pedagogical methodologies; produce a graduate who is 
competent, skilled, practical, and adaptable to the current demands in the field of gender and 
development; and promote and ensure quality and diversity that reflects the contemporary 
women and gender discipline to the stakeholders.  The School seeks to contribute to the 
intellectual development of the study of gender and development through interdisciplinary 
research, continuous improvement of the pedagogy, and updating the University curricula;  and 
build and strengthen partnerships for gender-responsive policy and project planning that 
facilitate exchange of knowledge with the stakeholder community, professional organizations, 
and other constituencies in Uganda and Africa.  
 
THE SCHOOL’S PROGRAMMES 
 
The School offers both postgraduate and undergraduate programmes; short courses targeting the 
working community; conducts multidisciplinary research and is involved in knowledge transfer 
partnerships and networking.  
 
The Graduate Programmes - the School offers a PhD programme by dissertation. However in 
2003 with support from Sida, the unit developed a University wide research methodology course 
“Advanced Gender Focused Research Methodology”. The purpose of the course is to enable 
students to pursue a coherent and integrated curriculum in the field of gender research 
methodology; and to demonstrate the interconnections of feminist epistemologies and gender 
responsive methodologies. Thus students become knowledgeable in approaches/ perspectives of 
conducting gender responsive research in the discipline of their interest.  It is envisaged that 
students completing the course will use the opportunity to bring a gender perspective to bear on 
the theory and practice of their own area of specialisation and discipline, thereby, increasing the 

                                                
8  School of Women and Gender Studies, Strategic Plan 2010/2011-2018/2019 
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body of gender responsive research in the university.9 The course has been popular and attracts 
students from all the units on campus.  
 
A Masters degree in Gender Studies programme was started in 1991 and continues to attract a 
diverse student population both national and international. The programme is a two-year 
interdisciplinary programme intended to develop the critical thinking and analytical capacity of 
students in gender and feminist theories and concepts and their applicability to other disciplines, 
women’s experiences and contemporary development issues. Students are introduced to the field 
of women and gender studies so that they appreciate the historical development of the field and 
develop a concern for addressing gender inequalities in society. The students learn how gender 
interacts with age, race, ethnicity, sexuality, class, and social cultural and other factors to create 
inequalities between men and women; assess how gender is institutionalized and its effect on 
policy processes and women’s position in society; and deconstruct social and cultural 
constructions of masculinities and femininities. The programme provides theoretical and 
practical research skills in analysis of social, cultural and political phenomena through a gender 
lens.  
 
The Postgraduate Diploma in Gender and Local Economic Development- this is a new 
programme launched in January 2011 and it is designed for prospective and current national and 
sub-national (local government) workers as well as other development practitioners and private 
sector actors at national and regional levels. The programme provides knowledge and practical 
skills to practitioners to enable them to understand the centrality of gender to development and 
address these obstacles to achieving gender responsive outcomes. Specifically, students acquire 
skills and knowledge for practical application of gender focused concepts and tools in planning, 
implementation and monitoring of policies and programmes at central as well as local 
government levels, institutions and private sector; they learn and apply gender analytical, gender 
budgeting and gender audit tools in the development processes as well as outcomes; they acquire 
analytical and practical skills in mainstreaming gender in institutions, policies and programmes; 
and  gender focused research and work-based skills that increase availability and use of gender 
disaggregated data as well as its communication for influencing policies and programmes.  
 
The postgraduate diploma offers the following courses: Introduction to Theory and Practice in 
Gender and Development; Skills for Gender Sensitive Planning and Monitoring; Gender analysis 
in Local Economic Development; Gender Mainstreaming in Policies, Projects and Institutions; 
Gender Focused Research; Gender, Rights and Development; Gender and ICT in Society; 
Gender Planning and Poverty Analysis; and Gender Planning for Local Economic Development.	  
 
The Undergraduate Programme - the School has an undergraduate programme that offers 
students theoretical, practical and advocacy skills in addressing gender in development process, 
policies and programmes. The programme is intended to develop the intellectual and analytical 
capacity of students through teaching and research on the concepts and theories of gender and 
development and their applicability to other disciplines. In so doing the School contributes to 
meeting the growing demand for gender-responsive skills in development.  

                                                
9 The School of Women and Gender Studies Structure and Programmes 
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The School offers introductory courses on Gender and Development; Feminist theory; the 
International Women’s Movement; and Sexuality. Other courses include: Gender Politics and the 
State; Gendered Identities and Representation; Conflict and Displacement; Gender and Social 
Sector; Feminist Economics; Approaches to Gender and Development Practice; Feminist 
Research Methodology; Gender, Science and Technology; Feminism and Religion; Gender, the 
Law and Human Rights; Feminism, Activism & Civil Society; Gender and Development 
Strategies in Uganda; Men’s Studies: Masculinities and Development; Feminist Perspective of 
Sustainable Development; Gender and Globalization; Gender Based Violence. 
 
University Wide Course – Introduction to Gender -the Makerere University restructuring 
process of 2009-2011 brought many changes in the different units. In June 2010, the School was 
mandated to teach an Introduction to Gender course to all the academic units in the university.  
The major focus of the course is on explaining gender and development linkages and the central 
issues in relation to the construction of masculinity and femininity, and the understanding of how 
these change over time and space. The course provides students with the foundation for 
understanding the origins of feminist thought and its centrality to the subject of gender and 
development; and enables them to appreciate, acquire and apply gender knowledge and skills in 
their respective disciplines and beyond.  
	  
New	  Programmes	  	  
Instead of four departments proposed by the stakeholders workshop, the School, three 
departments (that is Women and Men’s Studies; Feminist Science and Gender Studies), some 
programmes are also being considered. The School has proposed the following new 
programmes: MA degrees programmes - Gender Policy Development; Gender, Humanitarian 
Aid and Reconstruction; Gender and Local Economic Development; and Gender and Migration. 
Postgraduate Diplomas in the following: Gender and Development; Gender, Governance and 
Leadership; and Gender, Rights and Justice. BA programmes: BA degree in Gender and 
Development, and subject programmes in Gender and Development, Women’s Studies, and 
Men’s Studies will be offered to all the students in the College of Humanities and Social 
Sciences. Short courses in gender analytical skills targeting practitioners are also in the offing 
and the School will continue to run training workshops on contemporary gender concerns as well 
as gender awareness creation seminars, debates and public lectures. 
 
GENDER IN THE UNIVERSITY CURRICULA 
 
Since the late 1990s the School started conducting training clinics for the different heads of 
departments, deans and directors, in addition to training academic members of staff in gender 
responsive research skills. The results of the training can be verified in the number of units that 
have engendered their courses.  The various units of the University have been involved in 
designing gender specific courses or mainstreaming gender in the curriculum for over 10 (ten) 
years. Some units create the course and identify a member of the School of Women and Gender 
Studies to develop and teach the course. Some units develop the course and solicit a lecturer 
from the School or elsewhere.  
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In a 2009, a study10 on mainstreaming of gender in the University curricula reported that the 
academic units were doing tremendous work in integrating gender in their curricula, and training 
members of academic staff. For example the Institute of Adult and Continuing Education 
(IACE) offers a course at undergraduate and graduate level titled “Gender and Adult Education”. 
In 2009, IACE was reviewing the curriculum to ensure that all courses include a gender 
perspective and trained members of academic staff in gender analysis. The unit’s seriousness is 
reflected in the students’ responses “engendering curriculum in the unit is not optional, it is 
unavoidable” and specifically the male students as one is reported to have said: “Before 
attending this course, I didn’t know anything about gender but now I can make a gender analysis 
by focusing on the roles women and men play, the resources they control or even objectives of an 
organization.”11  
 
Agriculture offers a cross-cutting core course titled Gender in Agricultural Development. Food 
Science offers a 3rd year course: “Gender and Post Harvest Technology”. In addition, gender is 
mainstreamed in other course descriptions such as   in farm management -‘Gender roles and 
issues in poultry management and implications for productivity and profitability’; ‘Implications 
of gender issues in agronomy and ecology, in Crop Science; and ‘mainstreaming gender in the 
research process’, in the research course. Gender is also integrated in the Bachelor of 
Agricultural and Rural Innovations.  Forestry and Nature Conservation offers one course on 
Youth and Gender Programme Development is taught and about eight courses are engendered. 	  
 
In the Humanities offers a wide range of courses at undergraduate level: Religion, Gender and 
Development; Gender and Environment; Language and Gender; Kiswahili Literature and the 
Woman; Kiswahili- Specific Gender Linguistics; Gender Relations and Kiswahili; Gender 
Dimensions in Development; and Gender and Vulnerable Group Issues in Physical planning. In 
addition, gender is taught as a component within the main courses of Development 
Communication; Cultural Dynamics in Communication; English Language Studies and Culture 
and communication. At the graduate level the following courses are offered: Gender, Peace, and 
Conflict Transformation; Gender and Human Rights; Gender in Literature and the Media; 
Gender, Leadership Strategies, Policy and Family Law; and African Languages and Gender. 
Like the undergraduate programme there a number of courses at the Master’s level that contain a 
component of gender. The School of Psychology offers two courses at the undergraduate and 
graduate levels: Psychology and Gender; and Women and Minority Resources Development 
respectively. 
 
The School of Law has two elective courses at undergraduate and graduate level: Gender and 
the Law; and one course at postgraduate Diploma level called Gender, Violence, Human Rights 
and Forced Migration. The School of Law was reported to be one of the least units where gender 
is integrated in their curriculum.  Like the School of Law, the Veterinary School has only one 
course, Veterinary Sociology, in which gender is taught at undergraduate level and Rural 
Sociology, Culture and Gender at the graduate level. 
Similar to Law and the Veterinary Schools, the School of Computing and Information Science 
has Gender and ICT at undergraduate and doctoral Levels. In the East African School of Library 

                                                
10 Josephine Ahikire, F. Kyoheirwe Muhanguzi, A. Madanda (2009) Mainstreaming Gender in Makerere University 
Academic Curricula: A Review of Status and Prospects 
11 Ibid 
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and Information Science (EASLIS), there is no gender specific course but gender is integrated 
into about eight (8) courses. 
 
Education on the other hand has the following courses: Gender Issues in Education; 
Environment and Gender; Gender in Geography; and Gender and Language. Gender is also 
integrated in some of the contents of other courses.  
 
In Architecture, Engineering and Technology, gender is said to be mentioned in some of the 
courses. The Margaret Trowel School of Industrial and Fine Art does not have any course on 
gender. It important to acknowledge that the school realized the importance of gender and it has 
been among the first units to offer Introduction to Gender to the first year students. 
 
In Economics and Management, an undergraduate course titled ‘Women, Gender and 
Development’ is offered in the second year. In the academic year 2010/2011, the unit introduced 
a course on ‘Gender Aware Economics’ targeting civil servants from the African Region. The 
programme is offered in collaboration with the School of Women and Gender Studies. In 
Statistics and Applied Economics, a course in Population and Gender is offered. There are 
other courses such as Fertility, Mortality and Migration; and Reproductive Health that have 
aspects of gender. 
 
In the College of Health Sciences - Gender and Women’s Health and Midwifery, and Gender 
and Environmental Health are taught. Gender is also a component in Family and Reproductive 
Health, Demography and Population Dynamics and Environmental Health. 
 
The authors summarized the experience of gender mainstreaming the university curricula by 
saying that:  

 
There was a general appreciation of the importance of a gender perspective in the curricula. A 
number of respondents demonstrated enthusiasm to integrate gender in their units if only 
there were other support mechanisms, capacity building and resources. Some of the members 
of staff, and especially graduate students, had made significant progress through self- 
education and research demonstrated by a presence of well developed courses, gender related 
projects and sufficiently gender grounded publications.  Although there are pockets of 
resistance and ridicule of a gender perspective, the general picture is that the ground is 
becoming fertile and receptive (pg.43).12 

 
CAPACITY DEVELOPMENT 
In a span of 10 years, SWGS has trained 6 Ph.Ds to completion and 8 will complete within the 
next 3 years. Three members of staff will start their doctoral studies this year. In total, the School 
has 20 permanent members of academic staff.  
 

                                                
12 Josephine Ahikire, F. Kyoheirwe Muhanguzi, A. Madanda (2009) Mainstreaming Gender in Makerere University 
Academic Curricula: A Review of Status and Prospects 
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KNOWLEDGE TRANSFER PARTNERSHIPS AND NETWORKING   
 
Collaboration with other institutions - The School has nurtured a number of collaborations 
with different institutions globally. Collaboration with Carl Von Ossietzky Universität 
Oldenburg (UOL) Germany started in 2008 and has involved training junior academic staff in 
research at Oldenburg and developing an MA programme, ‘European Master in Migration and 
Intercultural Relations programme’ (EMMIR). The programme was launched in 2010/2011 
academic year. Partners include: Mbarara University of Science & Technology, Uganda; Ahfad 
University for Women, Sudan; Addis Ababa University; Jihoceská Univerzita V Ceských 
Budejovicích, Czech Republic; Universitetet I Stavanger (UiS), Norway; and Univerza V Novi 
Gorici, Slovenia. The two-year EMMIR programme begins with an intensive phase at UOL for 
the first semester and all the students spend the second semester at UiS. In the third semester, 
students have the opportunity to move to the partner University of their choice as part of a 
research requirement linked to their internship. Graduates will be awarded a joint degree from 
the consortium of universities. They will be qualified to pursue doctoral studies or employment 
with national and international governmental and non-governmental institutions dealing with 
migration, intercultural competence and education. 
 
Abo Akademi University, Finland - the collaboration was initiated in 2008 as student and staff 
exchange programme with Tukku University, Finland; Stellermbush University and University 
of Western Cape, South Africa; Nairobi University, Kenya; and Addis Ababa University. In the 
2009/2010 academic year, two MA students from WGS spent a Semester at Abo Akademi 
University. In August 2010, the School hosted a short intensive course on ‘Gender, Nationalism 
and the Body’. The course was attended by 30 students from all the participating institutions. In 
April 2011, one academic staff from WGS spent three weeks at Abo Akademi teaching a course. 
 
Ahfad University for Women, Sudan and Addis Ababa University –With support from 
NORAD, the collaboration involves staff exchanges, research and support to 5 MA students at 
partner universities and a short course in Gender and Equality.  
 
Purdue University, USA – in 2010, one academic staff spent 10 days working on initial plans. 
This year in June-July 2011, one academic staff and a doctoral student came to SWGS to further 
refine the collaboration and make arrangements for Purdue undergraduate students to spend a 
month at SWGS. The doctoral student was able to conduct her doctoral at the unit Pre-research 
as part of the collaboration with Purdue University. The collaboration is expected to involve staff 
and student exchange, collaborative research, and sharing experiences in teaching women’s 
studies and course development.  
 
Under the Irish-African Universities Partnership (a partnership of nine Irish and five African 
universities), through the Water is Life: Amazzi Bumamu Project, one member of staff is being 
trained on a doctoral programme. 
 
PROJECTS - the School has had various projects. The most recent and ongoing projects include 
the  Sida Institutional Development Programme (Sweden) where two members of staff attained 
their doctoral degrees and two are working on their dissertations. NUFU Institutional 
Development Programme (Norway) has four members training on their doctoral degrees. 
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Carnegie Institutional Development Programme (USA) has given a chance to members of the 
School to train and develop gender courses for blended learning and conducting research on use 
of Information Communication Technologies in Makerere University. The Partnership in 
Higher Education in Africa (PHEA) supported by Carnegie, Rockerfeller, Mellon, Ford and 
MacCarthey Foundations has supported the School in conducting research on the use of 
educational technologies in Makerere University.   

SHORT AND/OR TAILOR MADE COURSES - the School designs courses to the local and 
international community according their needs.  The School works in partnership with 
government, civil society organizations and institutions of higher learning. 

Gender and Information Communication Technology Courses – In 2002, WGS was 
approached by Cisco in New York to start a Cisco Academy that would attract more women and 
ultimately increase the number of women with ICT skills. In the same years the UN International 
Telecommunications Union (ITU) trained three females as Trainers. The WGS Academy offers 
the Certified CISCO Networking Associate (CCNA) Course- an internationally recognized 
diploma course. Women and Gender Studies has also trained more than 1000 women in CCNA 
and IT Essentials. The unit has recently introduced CCNP course - IT Essentials that provides a 
foundation for students preparing to take the CompuTIA’s A+ certification. A Certificate of 
Computer Application Skills is an introduction to computing course. 

RESEARCH PRODUCTIVITY OF THE SCHOOL   
 
Being a multidisciplinary unit, the research profile of the School covers all academic disciplines 
in the University; emphasizes the uniqueness of the women and gender studies; and the 
intersection of gender and development in the local and global perspectives. The academic 
members of staff have conducted research with support from many international organizations 
such as Sida-Sweden, NORAD, NUFU, Carnegie Foundation of New York, OSSREA, 
Rockefeller, UNDP, WHO, UNWOMEN (UNIFEM), Ford, ILO, FAO, IDRC, CIDA-Canada, 
VicRes, and NIH. 
 
MAJOR ACHIEVEMENTS 
 
The School has achieved a lot over the 20 years of its existence; here I will only mention a few 
major ones as most have been covered within the body of the paper.  
 
SWGS Building - in 2001, SWGS received financial support from the Norwegian Government 
for constructing its own building. The unit currently has a three stored building and hopes to 
complete the five floor structure in the next few years.  
 
Teaching -SWGS has trained over 250 students under the post graduate programme since 1991 
and over 5000 under-graduate majors and minors in gender and development studies. The alumni 
serve in and outside Uganda in academia, government institutions, civil society, national and 
international agencies and privately owned projects.  Training of young women and men has 
been one of the School’s greatest achievements as expressed by some of the alumni:  
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The course is very relevant… I have been able to apply all that I learnt while at campus, 
sometimes I consult my books when I have forgotten something. The course unit on 
gender, law and human rights has helped me in my administrative work, how to deliver 
judgments and to interpret the law. I have been able to explain to people what gender 
means ... I have been able to apply the gender concepts I learnt in the proposals I write 
and in the day today running of my office. The course is therefore very relevant in the 
field that I am working on (Interview, DCDO). Pg 113 

 
Training - The School of Women and Gender Studies through demand driven training in gender 
awareness and mainstreaming gender in programmes and projects has enabled men and women 
to understand and recognize the multidimensional roles of women in society and to also 
acknowledge the rationale for empowering women. The has also increased public appreciation 
and acceptability of women as important in development and contributed to building a critical 
mass of people who act as change agents in the communities. One of the former students 
working in government testified: 
 

 I believe some of us who have gone through your hands have had an impact in society.  
We try to sensitize people whenever we get the opportunity, we are however still few 
especially men and boys who have done gender (Pg 5).14 

 
Knowledge generation - Women and Gender Studies has contributed to a body of gender 
knowledge through research and publications. The School has been active in mainstreaming 
gender in the University since the mid 1990s through ensuring that university research is gender 
responsive. In addition, the School worked with the different individual researchers to ensure 
that gender in mainstreamed in their research outputs. 
 
Conferences- the School has contributed to national and global debate on gender by linking 
scholars, policy makers, activists, extension and field workers. For example in 2002, WGS 
convened a World’s Women Congress which attracted over 2000 people from 94 different 
countries.   
 
Gender and ICT - the School with a grant from Carnegie Corporation of New York in 2002 
embraced ICT based innovations in teaching and learning. E-learning technologies as well as the 
traditional class room based learning methodologies have been used to provide a hybrid or 
blended learning. Blended learning has provided a ‘good’ mix of technologies through which 
students’ access online as well as offline reading materials tailor made for the curriculum, carry 
out discussions online with the fellow students moderated by the instructor and attends face–to-
face lectures. Adoption of this innovation results in a socially supported and constructive 
learning experience for students. The project has had other tremendous impacts on innovations 
and is the backbone of all the ICT activities in the unit. These include computer basics course, 
Cisco Networking Local Academy offering training for Cisco Certified Network Associate 
(CCNA) and IT Essentials I & II.  Some of our trainees have been able to use this knowledge to 
get jobs in the private and public sectors or to improve their work performance using the skills in 
data entry, data processing, procurement, commerce, document production accounting and 

                                                
13 The School of Women and Gender Studies Report on Perceptions of Women and Gender Studies Programme 
14 Ibid 
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general education. Others have advanced their career by enrolling for degree programmes in 
Computer Science.  
 
Consultancies -The School has distinguished itself in the area of gender. It offers quality 
consultancy services in gender both locally and internationally in various areas including 
agriculture, health, education, environment and natural resources, decentralization and local 
government, gender mainstreaming, Information Communication Technologies, budgeting, law 
& human rights, conflict resolution, governance & policy, project planning and management, and 
rural and urban development.  
 
CHALLENGES 
 
The challenges of teaching and advocating for gender equality and women’s empowerment are 
many but I will mention but a few: 

• The School continues to face challenges in funding especially support of institutional 
research, MA and Ph.D. programmes.  

• The School has not been able to complete the building because of lack of funds.  
• Like other units on campus, the MA students take more than the required 2 years to 

complete the degree.  
• Maintaining the interest of University Administration and academic staff in handling and 

supporting issues of gender equality and women’s empowerment. 
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2. 
 

Gender Studies Programs/degrees in the Arab Region 
 

Dima Dabbous-Sensenig,  
Director, Institute for Women’s Studies in the Arab World,  

Lebanese American University  
 
 

The beginning: Enabling factors 
 
As Moghadam and Roudi-Fahimi (2006) state in their article Empowering Women, Developing 
Society: Female Education in the Middle East and North Africa: “ … In the Middle East and 
North Africa (MENA) …  access to education has improved dramatically over the past few 
decades, and there have been a number of encouraging trends in girls' and women's education ... 
Primary school enrollment is high or universal in most MENA countries, and gender gaps in 
secondary school enrollment have already disappeared in several countries. Women in MENA 
countries are also more likely to enroll in universities than they were in the past” (p.4) 
 
After many decades of being denied access to higher education, things changed during the 
second half of the twentieth century, and women started being accepted in universities. In the 
beginning, however, women tended to predominantly choose specializations that are considered 
by society more akin to their “nature” and “traditional roles” i.e. studying to be teachers 
(especially for early childhood, elementary, and intermediate phases), nurses, social workers, etc.  
 
While women are still encouraged to choose “feminine” specializations, as the years went by, 
gradually women started to break norms and they made their way into what are considered as 
“men’s” fields. Today, there are more women doctors and engineers than ever before, and more 
and more women are venturing into ICT. 
 
In addition to the rise in the number of girls enrolling in schools and joining institutions of higher 
education, and an increasing number specializing in non – traditional fields that prepare them for 
the requirements of the job market of the 21st century, universities have also witnessed two major 
important changes, as far as empowerment of women is concerned. In light of the increasingly 
liberal environment that swept the Arab region since the early 1990s, there was an influx of 
funding, mostly from European and North American agencies and governments to: 1) establish 
academic and research centers and institutes that focus on women and gender, and 2) introduce 
full blown degrees in women and gender studies at the undergraduate and graduate levels. This is 
a phenomenon that deserves attention and on which we need to capitalize to make a leap forward 
towards empowering more women in the Arab region. 
 
In what follows, I will: 1) provide an overview of the existing gender/women studies programs 
and degrees in the Arab region and highlight their main features; 2) shed the light on similar 
initiatives in Lebanon; 3) conclude with a list of essential useful recommendation by experts in 
gender/women studies program and degrees in the Arab region, as to what works, what cannot 
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work, and what can be done to maintain what has been gained so far, as far as gender and women 
studies in universities in the Arab region are concerned. 
 
Existing Gender Studies Programs/ Degrees in the Arab Region 
 
Universities in the Arab region that already have an established and running gender studies 
program/degree are the following:  
 
Name of University 
 

Name of the Institute 

• American University of Cairo 
(Egypt) 

• Institute for Gender and Women's Studies 

• Jordan University (Jordan) • Women’s Studies Center 
• Birzeit University (Palestine) • The Birzeit Institute of Women's Studies 
• Ahfad University for Women 

(Sudan) 
• The Institute of Women, Gender, & 

Development Studies (IWGDS) 
• Aden University (Yemen) • Women Research and Training Center 
• Sana’a University (Yemen) • Gender-Development Research and Studies 

Center 
 
 

 

 
At the Undergraduate Level 
 
Among these institutions, only the Ahfad University for Women has 2 compulsory courses 
that all students must take in their fourth year: 
 
Course Name Course Description 
Women Studies • Introducing Women‘s and Gender Studies and the concepts 

and debates within these studies; 
• Assessment of the Sudanese women’s profile, and feminism 

and women’s movement, in general, as tools for promotion of 
women’s condition and positions to achieve empowerment 
and solidarity for action. 

Gender Studies It addresses the following topics: 
• The gender dimension in development, 
• The gender analytical frameworks and approaches, 
• Feminization of poverty and impact of Structural Adjustment 

Programs (SAP) on women,  
• Case studies of integrating women in development/gender 

mainstreaming. 
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Universities that offer a Diploma 
 
A total of 3 universities offer a Diploma in specializations related to women and gender issues in 
the Arab region.  
 
1) Aden University, the Women Research and Training Center: 

 
Name of degree: Higher Studies Diploma in Feminist Studies and Development. 
Graduation Requirements: To graduate a student needs to complete 2 years (27 credits) 
Courses:  

- First year: - Introduction to feminist studies and gender; 
- Women and sociological theories;  
- History of Women’s movement;  
- Women and economic development; 
- Women and legislation. 
 

- Second year: - Research methods in sociology;  
- Applying statistics in sociological studies;  
- Reproductive health and population problems; 
- Environmental management and natural resources  [elective];- 
Project planning and management [elective];  
- English language skills [elective]; Computer skills [elective]. 
 

2) American University of Cairo (AUC), Institute for Gender and Women's Studies: 
 

Name of degree: Graduate Diploma (GD) in Gender and Women Studies.  
Graduation Requirements: To graduate students must take 6 courses.  
Courses: The diploma program is divided into 3 areas of specialization: 

 
Gender and Justice (in the global south) (4 required and 2 electives):  

- Justice Theories and Histories (1st semester);  
- Theorizing Gender (1st semester);  
- Gender and Feminist Research Methodologies (2nd semester);  
- Human Rights and Identity Groups (2nd and 3rd semester);  
- Geographies of Justice [elective];  
- Conflict & Identity Reconstruction [elective]; 
- The gendered subject of law [elective]. 

 
Gendered Political Economies (6 required courses):  

- Theorizing Gender (1st semester);  
- Gender and Development (1st semester);  
- Gender and Migration (2ndsemester);  
- Gender and Feminist Research Methodologies (2nd semester);  
- Reading Capital; Law and Development;  
- Regulating bodies [elective];  
- Gender, Space & Environment [elective];  
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- Revisiting the Rural [elective];  
- Theorizing the State [elective]. 

 
Gender and Women's Studies in the Middle East, North Africa (4 required courses + 
2 electives):  

- Theorizing Gender (1st sem.);  
- Approaches to GWST in the MENA (2nd sem.);  
- Gender and Feminist Research Methodologies (2nd sem.);  
- 2 GWST seminars;  
- Gender & Representation;  
- Gender Inequalities: Sexuality and the State;  
- Contemporary Thought;   
- Middle Eastern Societies and Cultures;  
- Sex Roles, Gender and Society. 

 
3) Sana’a University, the Gender-Development Research and Studies Center in collaboration 
with Centre for International Development Studies (CiDES), Department of Society & 
Globalization at Roskilde University, Denmark: 
 

Name of degree:  Diploma in International Development and Gender 
Graduation Requirements: To graduate, students must complete 2 years and a project. 
Courses:  - 4 thematic courses in the field of international development (Semester 1);  

- Project Work (Semester 2);  
- Courses in methodology, Thematic specialization, Project work (Semester 3). 

 
Universities that offer a Master’s degree 
 
A total of 6 universities offer a Master’s degree in specializations related to women and gender 
issues in the Arab region. They include the 3 universities that offer a diploma degree (Aden 
University, AUC, and Sana’a University). 
 
1) Aden University, the Women Research and Training Center: 

Name of degree: Master’s degree in Feminist Studies and Development 
Graduation requirements:  

- students need to complete 4 years; 
- students can take 39 credits of courses, or 27 credits and a thesis (12 credits); 
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Courses:  
- students must take the courses offered for the first two years for the diploma  
degree (see courses listed above);  
- students must dedicate their third and fourth years to working on the thesis. 

 
2) American University of Cairo (AUC), Institute for Gender and Women's Studies: 
 

Name of degree: Master’s degree in Gender and Women Studies 
Graduation requirements: students can obtain a after taking 8 courses and complete a 
thesis.  

Emphasis on Gender and Justice (4 required and 4 electives); 
Emphasis on Gendered Political Economies (6 required courses and 2 
electives);  
Emphasis on Gender and Women's Studies in the Middle East, North Africa 
(5 required courses + and 3 electives).  

Courses: Courses offered for each of the three specializations are the same as for the 
diploma degree. 

 
3) Sana’a University, the Gender-Development Research and Studies Center in collaboration 
with Centre for International Development Studies (CiDES), Department of Society & 
Globalization at Roskilde University, Denmark: 
 

Name of degree: Master’s in International Development and Gender 
Graduation requirements: students must complete 2 years and a Master’s thesis  
Courses: The scheme is the same for the first 3 semesters. In addition, however, students 
must dedicate a fourth semester for a thesis.  
 

4) Ahfad university for Women, Institute of Women, Gender & Development Studies  
(IWGDS), Gender and Development Program 
 
Name of degree: Masters of Science in Gender and Development Studies 
Graduation requirements: To graduate, students must complete 2 semesters (8 courses) 
and 2 semesters (dissertation).  
Courses: - Theories and Concepts of Women’s and Gender Studies; 

- Theories of Development, Gender, Culture and Social Change;  
- Women and the State;  
- Research Methods;  
- Gender and Economy; 
- Gender Challenges in the 21st Century;  
- Gender Sensitive Project Planning. 

 
5) Birzeit University, The Birzeit Institute of Women's Studies 
 

Name of degree:  Master’s degree in Gender and Development Studies 
Graduation requirements: Students can choose between: 
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* a thesis track (36 credit hours divided into 18 credit hours of core courses and 9 
credit hours for the thesis),  
* a non – thesis track (33 credit hours divided into 18 credit hours of core courses 
and 12 credit hours of elective courses with 2 seminars).  

 
Courses: - Concepts Issues in Gender and Development;  

- Historical and Theoretical Introduction to Gender and Development; 
- Theoretical Approaches to Gender and Development; 
- Quantitative Research Method in gender and Development; 
- Qualitative research Methods in Gender and Development;  
- Gender Analysis, Planning and Policy Making. 
	  

6) University of Jordan, Women’s Studies Center : 
  
 Name of degree: Master’s degree in Women’s Studies 

Graduation requirements: Students can make a choice between two options: 
* The first option stipulates taking 33 credit hours (33 credits of obligatory 
courses, 6 credits of elective courses, and 9 credits for the thesis); 
* The second option is a non-thesis track, whereby students graduate after taking 
33 credit hours (24 credits of obligatory courses and 9 credits of elective courses). 

Courses: - Introduction to Women’s Studies;  
- Gender Issues;  
- Quantitative and Qualitative Research Methodology;  
- Women in Law;  
- Feminist Theory;  
- Women’s Health. 

 
Universities that offer a Doctorate degree 
 
Only the Ahfad University offers this type of degree. Students graduate with Doctorate degree 
in Gender and Development Studies issued by the institute of Women, Gender, & 
Development Studies (IWGDS). The graduation requirements are the same as for the Master’s 
degree (see above), as well as the courses offered. 
 
2 – Universities in Lebanon that offer courses/degrees related to women and gender: 
 
In Lebanon, although there many universities – some of them more than 50 years old – only 
recently did one start offering a diploma in gender/women related studies. 
 
Universities that offer degrees 
In 2010, the Beirut Arab University started to offer students a graduate diploma in women 
studies. To graduate, students have to take 24 credits divided between 18 credits of mandatory 
courses and 6 credits of elective courses. The list of courses is the following: 
 

a) Mandatory courses: Sociology of Gender and Sexuality; Psychologies of Women; 
Mass Media and Women; Women and History; Human Trafficking; Research Project. 
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b) Elective Courses: Women and Public Health; Women and Literature; & Women's 
Human Rights. 

 
In the case of the Lebanese American University, as per the most recent strategic plan (2010 – 
2015), the Institute for Women’s Studies in the Arab World was assigned the following tasks:  
 

(a) Realize LAU’s commitment to promote gender equality in the different fields of 
specialization, and (b) facilitate the establishment of a graduate program in women and 
gender studies by 2012. 

 
As such IWSAW developed its own strategic plan, which stipulates the following: 
Step 1/ Phase 1 -Strengthening existing Women Studies courses offered at LAU; 

-Making existing Women Studies courses offered at LAU part of the 
liberal arts core curriculum; 
-Create a minor in gender studies (8 – 10 courses). 
 

Step 2/ Phase 2 -Introducing degrees (both undergraduate & graduate) that deal with 
gender in an existing field of studies (e.g. education & gender, media & 
gender, politics & gender). 

 
Step 3/ Phase 3 - Introduce new courses dealing exclusively with gender/women issues;  
 
NOTE:  A draft program was prepared by a specialized committee and approved by the provost.  
It is in the process of being finalized 
 
At the same time, the Notre Dame University (NDU) in Louaize is planning to develop a 
minor in gender studies to be introduced in the academic year 2011 – 2012.  
 
Universities that offer gender courses under separate departments 
 
Each of NDU, LAU, and the American University of Beirut (AUB) offer a few courses related 
to gender and women’s issues, mostly as electives offered by different departments in the 
Faculty of Arts and Sciences. The list of courses is as follows: 
 
AUB: - Arab feminism (Civilization Sequence Program, undergraduate elective). 

- Anthropology of the Body (Social & Behavioral Sciences, undergraduate elective) + 
(Humanities, undergraduate core). 
- Gender & Cultural Production (Civilization Sequence Program, undergraduate 
elective). 
- Gender and Culture (Social & Behavioral Sciences, undergraduate elective) + 
(Humanities, undergraduate core). 
- Intro to Feminist Theory (Civilization Sequence Program, undergraduate elective) 
- Negotiating Gender & Sexual Identity (Social & Behavioral Sciences, graduate 
tutorial). 
- Social Inequality: Conflict and Consensus (Social & Behavioral Sciences, 
undergraduate elective). 



 24 

- Sexuality and Society (Social & Behavioral Sciences, undergraduate elective). 
- Readings in Masculinity & Sexual Identity (Social & Behavioral Sciences, graduate 
tutorial). 
- Women in Post-colonial Africa (Social & Behavioral Sciences, graduate tutorial). 

 
LAU: - Introduction to Gender Studies (Department of Social Sciences, Liberal Arts 

Curriculum (LAC) course, minor in Sociology). 
- Issues and Debates in Feminist Theory (Department of Social Sciences, LAC course) 
- Psychology of Women: A Feminist Perspective (Department of Social Sciences, 
elective). 
- Representation of Women in the Arts and the Media (Department of Social 
Sciences, LAC course).  
- Women and Economic Power (Department of Social Sciences, elective). 
- Women in the Arab World: Sociological Perspectives (LAC course, minor 
Sociology, Department of Social Sciences). 
 

NDU: - Gender and Development (Department of Political Science, undergraduate 
requirement for a minor in Non-Governmental Organizations); 
- Introduction to Gender Studies (Department of Political Science, general education 
requirement for Minor in Gender Studies).  

 
3 – Obstacles and recommendations to establishing and managing a program/degree 
related to women/gender issues at universities in the Arab region 
 
In June 2010, by way of preparing for its gender studies program, LAU invited directors of 
existing programs related to gender and women’s issues in the Arab region, for a 2-day expert 
meeting. Participants included:  
 

- Dr. Martina Rieker (Dean of Humanities and Social Sciences at the American 
University of Cairo & Director of the Cynthia Nelson Institute for Gender and Women's 
Studies (AUC); 
- Dr. Rula Quawas (Professor of American Literature at the University of Jordan and 
founder and former Director of the Women’s Studies Center at the University of Jordan); 
- Dr. Abeer Dababneh (Head of the Humanities Department at the University of Jordan); 
- Dr. Islah Jad (Director of the Institute of Women’s Studies at Birzeit University); 
- Dr. Rokhsana Ismail (Director of the Women Research and Training Center at Aden 
University); 
- Dr. Antelak Mutawakel (Chairperson of the Gender Development Research and Studies 
Centre at Sanaa’ University). 

 



 25 

Issues that were on the agenda included: 
 

- Philosophy behind setting up a Gender/ Women Graduate Studies Program; 
- The best approaches/ practices to establish a Gender/ Women Graduate Studies 
Program; 
- Structural relationship between centers/institutes that offer a degree in women studies at 
universities and the different departments (i.e. who controls what); 
- Major challenges faced when setting up a Gender/ Women Graduate Studies Program in 
the Arab world. 
 

Participants raised and addressed the following issues and facts:  
 

- Often the beginning is with a center that offers a few courses for undergraduate 
students; 
- For a program to offer a degree it has to be part of a faculty in the university; 
- There is always a difficulty to get students interested in enrolling in the program; 
- It is difficult to find qualified faculty members to teach the courses; 
- Attention should be paid to who chooses/appoints faculty members: the center/institute 
or the departments within the university? 
- Attention should be paid to benefits/advantages of having core teachers, part timers, 
professors from other departments and visiting professors; 
- Setting up a budget for the program, namely who should pay faculty salaries is always a 
problem; 
- The teaching language for the program is an issue to consider because most often 
students in the Arab region are only proficient in their mother tongue; 
- There is a need for students to specialize in gender/women studies at the graduate level 
because there is a serious lack of good quality research/academic studies related to 
gender and women issues in the Arab region; 
- Availability of textbooks in Arabic. 
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3.  
 

A Genesis of Gender and Women Studies in Morocco 
 

Fatima Sadiqi 
Professor of Linguistics and Gender Studies, University of Fez 

 
The main issues addressed by scholars on women in Morocco may be conceptualized in the 
following way: education is a determining factor for the emancipation of women, and, hence, for 
a more egalitarian and a more democratic society.   Women’s education is also more and more 
seen as a means of empowerment.  These views are more true of higher education than of the 
primary and secondary education.  But before turning to address issues of higher education, an 
overview of primary and secondary education is appropriate. 
 
For the governments of Morocco, the schooling of both boys and girls is a tool for development 
and visibility on the international scene.  Since independence, these countries have witnessed 
real progress in the domain of access to education.  The Moroccan successive governments 
needed mass education to realize a take off in development.  Financial and legal provisions 
allowed compulsory and free access to school.   
 
In Morocco, education was made compulsory in 1963.  However, the marginalization of the rural 
areas in the various educational policies widened the gap between cities and villages and resulted 
in pockets of mass illiteracy among rural people from which Morocco is still suffering. In fact, it 
is in Morocco that we find the highest illiteracy rate in the Maghrib. The great majority of 
illiterates in Morocco are women (40% of them being in urban areas and around 60% in rural 
areas). Between  1990-1991, whereas 68% of boys between the ages of 7 and 12 attended school, 
only 48% of girls within the same age group did so, and .  whereas 69% of males  between the 
ages of 13 and 15 attended secondary school, only 4.5% of girls within the same age group did 
so (Collectif Maghreb-Egalité, 1995). 
 
 The entrance of women into universities created real change in Morocco.  Indeed, one of the 
significant outcomes of women’s struggles in this country is attested at the level of academe.  
This is embodied in the emergence and maintenance of gender and women studies postgraduate 
units.  The process of orchestrating these studies in Moroccan universities and the long process 
of reflection that led to their establishment show that it is not possible to address the needs of 
women students and teachers (who constitute the core of the educated and militant elite) without 
rethinking the fundamental assumptions behind Moroccan scholarship and teaching, and even 
behind the way Moroccan universities are structured. Questions were raised by some female and 
male university teachers about the ways in which the women professors have or have not 
transformed higher education in the past fifty years or so (Sadiqi, 2003). A compelling reason for 
asking certain questions is the steady increase in women in education with women teachers 
comprising more than 1/3 of the teaching staff of some universities and women students forming 
a significant segment of university student population, 45% at the Faculty of Letters in Fes, for 
example (University of Fes Bulletin, 2003). 
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Female university teachers had to question their role as academics and to reflect self-critically on 
the consequences of the “successful” integration of at least some of them in the education 
hierarchy.  Have they managed to transform curricula, scholarship and practice or have they 
succeeded only in transforming and isolating themselves? 
 
Conscious of the importance of the role of university women teachers in matters of education 
and training, persuaded that all women’s skills and abilities must be mobilized, and convinced of 
the absolute necessity of scholarly research, many women professors decided to create women’s 
Centres such as the “Centre for Studies and Research on Women” which was created in Fez on 
April 23, 1998 in the Faculty of Letters Dhar El Mehraz, Fes and the Center of Women’s Studies 
which was created in the Faculty of Letters, Rabat. Both centers were coordinated by women 
from the departments of English and both of them served as a springboard to create the first 
postgraduate units of gender and women’s studies. These are considered the first of their kind in 
the region. The Centers were open to all researchers, both men and women, interested in gender 
and women’s studies. They aimed to fill the gap in the domain of gender/women’s studies, to 
contribute to the development of scholarly research and to change social perceptions, attitudes, 
and structures that obstruct gender equality.  
 
The women and men teachers who initiated and pioneered these centers were fully aware that 
some of these perceptions, attitudes and structures are deeply-rooted in the past of Morocco, but 
some were new ideas and movements that were perceived by scholars to set the clock of 
development back. A typical illustration of such new ideas is the escalation of Islamic extremism 
that aimed at protecting “human rights” at the cost of gender equity and women’s emancipation. 
The preaching of slogans like « women need education to raise good families but don’t need jobs 
because of soaring unemployment » is an example in this regard. In the same vein, extremism 
scapegoated women for any infringement or “decline of traditional society”, to use its 
terminology, even if these transformations were often inherent in the very process of change. For 
example, women’s will to pursue education abroad was sometimes perceived as « too much 
emancipation » that would lead to « spinsterhood ». 
 
The major objective of women and gender centers in Morocco was to invigorate the liberal arts 
curricula by redesigning courses that would reflect the scholarship on women. The impulse 
toward wholeness reflects not only the interdisciplinary nature of gender and women studies, but 
also the salience of Moroccan academics in insisting that knowledge is never objective. 
 
These centers were dedicated to gender and women studies; they were also the first multilingual 
and interdisciplinary structures within the Moroccan universities.  New attention was turned to 
the theoretical and institutional structures of the university such as emphasis on interdisciplinary 
work.  The conferences, round tables and study days organized by these centers and the graduate 
units that followed show that gender and women studies cannot fall within the established 
disciplinary boundaries. 
 
The formalization of disciplinary boundaries in the human sciences – that is, the division of 
teaching and research into history, geography, sociology, psychology, philosophy, Islamic 
studies, literature, and linguistics prevents collaborative projects between researchers from 
different fields.  The fragmentation of the social sciences within disciplinary boundaries was not 
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without its problems.  The most important constraints are epistemological and institutional 
obstacles that impede the crossing of disciplines and the creation of new modes of research.  
Thus, the expansion of Moroccan educational systems was bound up with the growth of 
specialization within every branch of knowledge.  By the late 1980’s, critical voices began to 
question the idea of micro-level studies.  In this attempt to restore the social sciences to their role 
of examining the social process as a complex mosaic in which many processes are 
interconnected, gender and women studies played a major role.  The training and research units 
that have been submitted within the framework of the University Reforms in the many 
universities of Morocco are excellent examples of interdisciplinarity. 
 
An understanding of the development of gender and women studies needs to take into account 
the survey of women-related research topics conducted by the centers and graduate units. In any 
case, the success of gender and women studies postgraduate programs (the first one being 
created in Fez in 2000) can be measured in a number of ways: by its approval by “La 
Commission Nationale d’Accréditation” (The National Commission of Accreditation), by its 
institutionalisation since institutionalisation guarantees that a topic will not be haphazardly 
brought up on the spur of the moment and suppressed shortly after. Further, a scholarly concern 
to establish links between gender and women studies in the Maghrib and international 
universities’ gender and women’s studies centres proved to be understandable and necessary. 
These links served as a touchstone in designing the program and curricular offerings for students. 
They have helped to ask new questions: Do the programs meet the needs of women as well as 
men? Do they meet the need of “majority” as well as “minority” students? Have they considered 
the needs of students of different learning styles and personality types? Have they considered 
variable needs by the age and economic status of students? Have they respected the different 
ideas and orientations of students? And so on. 
 
Pioneer center creators came up with diverse ideas about environments shaped by women from 
gender and women studies courses/gender centres.  They have also come to recognize the rich 
legacy already available to them.  Knowing this rich heritage allowed them not to reinvent the 
wheel, but to build up on the experiences coming from the successes of programs created 
elsewhere.  These centers and the postgraduate units they helped create produced the first cohorts 
of MA and later PhD students in feminist gender studies starting from 2003.  
 
Feminist and gender programs have, in many cases, already broken out of the moulds that 
constrain so much of higher education in today’s Morocco. The courses engage students with 
new and passionate questions.  They introduce voices that push the limits of understanding of 
some students and deeply validate the unnamed experiences of others.  In addition, they return to 
the context of that which has dominated and ruled for so long as if it were all there is, thereby 
correcting old errors. For example, students are and more aware of the fact that books on or by 
women are worthy of scholarly studies. In addition, the programs brought to the university 
traditional and international “experts” whose knowledge comes from lives of activism as well as 
research. Another characteristic of Moroccan gender and women studies is that unlike their 
counterparts in Western settings, they attract as males as females. 
 
 As gender and women studies training and research units in developing countries, the 
postgraduate courses contribute to knowledge-building about Maghribi societies in general. They 
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highlight the Maghribi communities’ problems, underline the progress of human rights, as well 
as they broaden the horizons of research.  They also participate in programs seeking the full 
development of human resources, according to a plan for the creation of a just regime capable of 
eliminating the causes of ignorance and poverty. 
 
This new mission involves reflection on the future creation of social or service programs as one 
of the main academic missions to be carried out by Moroccan universities. Before 1998 such 
activities were viewed as simply programs through which knowledge was extended to various 
sectors of society.  Today the concept of community service programs is a condition sine qua 
non for postgraduate programs’ accreditation and is meant to include activities that could 
influence or provide solutions to particular problems in Moroccan society.  Nowadays, the 
Ministry of Higher Education in Morocco considers the socio-economic outcomes of any 
postgraduate course a requirement for accreditation. Accordingly, the programs focus on 
research and social action projects addressing the needs of grassroots people.  Increased contact 
is established with various NGOs and similar non-governmental organizations by preparing 
seminars as well as new definitions of research, teaching and social action priorities. 
 
No doubt, universities in Morocco are in the enviable position of being able to re-conceptualize 
the way women professors think and teach and immediately reflect this knowledge and these 
new perspectives in their teaching, research, and other contacts such as supervising students and 
serving as consultants. These women are in the position, especially in some fields, to introduce 
students to perspectives which help them name their own realities and experiences. Those who 
are involved in service to the university call for a discussion of the needs of women students. 
They also contribute to the ongoing understanding of the teaching/learning process through 
constant attention to improving their own knowledge and practice by doing primary or applied 
research in all the areas of gender. Moreover, they support each other in the process of learning 
and discovery in new areas of thought and exploration. They often collaborate with men 
colleagues to accomplish the transformation of the university curriculum.  
 
Gender and women’s studies professors are also in a position to begin planning an educational 
process within their units at the university level and beyond. Thanks to their efforts, the Ministry 
of Higher Education now considers implications for gender when examining research proposals. 
A number of questions address the issues of class, gender, difference, positionality, the 
implications of subjectivity or identity for teachers and students, as well as for ways of teaching 
and learning.  In their attempt to deal with these issues, teachers of gender hope to prove that the 
university is once again an important site for intervention and change. Also, running through 
much of their commitment to, and enthusiasm for, such research is the need to discover and 
develop research methodologies consistent with feminist values that could be advocated for 
general use in the humanities and social sciences. Finally, in their attempt to come to grips with 
the issues of teaching gender and women’s studies, providing community services in the form of 
consultancy, etc., they are designing a vision of a liberating pedagogy.   
 
University centers and graduate units have significantly contributed to bridging the gap between 
the university and civil society as students often conduct fieldwork with women's NGOs.  They 
have also been very instrumental in democratizing higher education. More national and 
international colloquia are devoted to women's issues and more books by and on women are 
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introduced in the university curricula.  The current move in Moroccan women’s movements is 
from a predominantly political discourse to more academic discussions, building-up of 
scholarship and fieldwork, bridging gaps between academe and activist civil society, and, most 
importantly, preparing students who will ensure continuity. Gender is more and more used as an 
analytical tool for understanding men, women, and society in Morocco.    
 
Today, Moroccan women academics are more responsible than ever for the future changes at the 
university level.  By bridging the gap between theory and reality, they are the initiators, the 
makers and the forces of change; the result is that they are coming to grips with regional realities, 
rapid social changes, and the global predictions of the new millennium.  The positioning of 
women in higher education demonstrates emergent ways in which women are expressing agency 
through the growth of women’s and gender studies programs. The next step is to establish more 
coordination between Moroccan and Maghribi, as well as Middle Eastern, centers and units and 
it is hoped that the new cohorts will carry on the flag.  
 
Conclusion 
 
The genesis of the gender and women studies in Morocco shows the power of ideas combining 
theory, policy, and activism. There is still a gap in research and generational gap filling, but these 
studies have a bright future in the country as they touch on social issues and spearhead reflection 
on ways to address a specific type of patriarchy. The road is still long but it is promising.   
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4.  
 

The Syllabus of Gender and Women Studies in Morocco 
 

Moha Ennaji 
University of Fez, Morocco 

 
Introduction 
 
The Gender Studies program in Fes (Morocco) offers students the opportunity to investigate 
traditional disciplines through an interdisciplinary perspective that focuses on the significance of 
gender as a social construct. Students study the distinctive contributions of women and men to 
society, science, humanities, and the arts; the importance of gender and gender roles in a variety 
of social and historical contexts; and new scholarly methods and theories arising from 
interdisciplinary study. The program encourages students to survey historical and contemporary 
representations of women and men in religion, in the arts and literature, in social and political 
theory, and in the sciences. It fosters scholarly analysis that recognizes gender as a research tool 
and as an empirical reality. While the immediate goal of Gender Studies is to stimulate 
intellectual curiosity and to provide new strategies for investigation, the long term goal is to help 
men and women function freely and fairly in the world and contribute to peace, progress, and 
sustainable development. 
 
General Description of the Program 
 
The appellation “Gender Studies” is understood as an evolution from the appellation “Women 
Studies” given that the former is more comprehensive in including women, men, children, and 
various aspects of gender. This appellation is timely as all current trends of academic knowledge 
recognize gender as an empirical reality. It is also appropriate as it reconciles both the Arabo-
Islamic and the Western perspectives of gender. Gender Studies asks the question: “Does gender 
influence human behavior?” It answers this question by exploring problems, themes, and issues 
surrounding masculinity and femininity, locally and cross-culturally. 
 
Gender Studies is a distinct field of research working with the tools of many disciplines 
including social sciences, humanities, and professional fields, with its own scholarly community, 
theory, and literature, including journals and other standard hallmarks of the academic 
profession. 
 
This course is meant to fill a gap in the spectrum of academic disciplines in the Moroccan 
universities. The professors involved in the program form a homogeneous group of serious 
researchers. The fact that all courses are taught mainly in English is a positive element which 
facilitates both the continuation of the program and its development into a doctoral scheme.  The 
location of the program in Fez will allow more decentralization and better cooperation between 
teams of professors and students in various other programs of research at the national level.  
 
The program includes lectures, seminars, and discussions which evolve around ways in which 
the analysis of gender broadens our understanding of what counts as “linguistic”, “literary”, 
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“political”, etc. It offers students the opportunity to explore traditional disciplines through an 
interdisciplinary perspective that focuses on the significance of sex as a social construct. 
Students are exposed to the unique contributions of men and women to society, science, and 
humanities, the importance of gender and gender roles in a variety of social, historical, and 
cultural contexts, as well as new scholarly methods and theories arising from interdisciplinary 
study. 
 
This program is also meant to encourage students to examine historical and contemporary 
representations of men and women in Islam and other religions, in literature, in social and 
political theory, and in sciences. Masculinity and femininity, often referred to as gender, have 
evolved throughout history and are still evolving. Gender is a feature of all known cultures. It is 
subject to continual reinterpretation and wide cross-cultural variation. Understanding the gender 
dynamic of any given subject is not only fascinating in itself, but often provides important clues 
about other fundamental characteristics, tensions, and changes within and across cultures. 
 

The major themes of the Program “Gender Studies” are: 
 
1. Theories of gender 
2. Gender and language 
3. Gender and culture 
4. Gender and literature 
5. Sociolinguistic background to gender studies 
6. Gender and postcolonial criticism 
7. Gender and the novel  
8. Gender and Shakespeare 
9. Gender and drama 
 
These research axes correspond to the fields of interest of the professors and specialists involved 
in the unit. All the courses include both theoretical and comparative parts. The theoretical parts 
ensure the academic value and the comparative part aims at acquainting students with the 
specificities of various socio-cultural contexts. Both theory and practice underlie the power 
relations which gave birth to the culture of gender.  
 
The Unit also aims at highlighting the practical aspect whose importance cannot be 
overemphasized in the present times. Relation to economy, development, rural, poverty, law, 
enterprise, violence, are included. National and international specialists from various domains 
such as sociology, law, economy, semiology, hold seminars and training sessions relating to 
these themes.   
 
Courses 
 
First year 
 
Courses  
 
1. Gender and Language 
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2. Gender and Culture 
3. Gender and Literature 
4. Sociolinguistic Background to Gender Studies,  
5. Gender and Postcolonial Criticism,  
6. Gender and the Novel 
 
 These courses are conducted in the form of lectures and class discussions  
 
Seminars, lectures on the following themes 
 
-  Gender and the media,  
-  Gender and writing,  
- Gender and culture 
-  Gender and sociolinguistics 
-  Gender and work,  
-  Gender and development  
-  Gender and art 
 
Courses and seminars are followed by discussions. Talks on various aspects of gender are given 
by eminent specialists 
 
Assessment 
 
Each student is required to: 
 
1. Give a formal presentation in class for each main course 
2. Review a book or an article related to each course 
3. Hand in a final typed essay (15 to 20 pages). The themes of essays will be discussed and 

agreed upon by the DESA teachers. 
4. Attend all the courses regularly.  
 
 
Second Year 
 
Courses 
 
The second year consists of more talks, discussion and seminars than teaching. 
  
1. Gender and Language 
2. Gender and Culture,  
3. Gender and Literature 
4. Sociolinguistic Background of Gender Studies,  
5.  Gender and Drama,  
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Academic links 
 
The program has links with many academic institutions and non-government organizations in 
Morocco and abroad. Here are a few of them: 
 

- Al-Akhawayne University library 
- British Council library, Rabat 
- King Fahd Ibn Abdelaziz library, Casablanca 
- University of Illinois library, USA (subscription to journals, etc) 
- Women’s group library (Great Britain) 

      -  The Network of Moroccan University Groups and Centres 
      -  The Ministry in Charge of Women, Family, Childhood, and the  
          Disabled, Rabat 
      -  The « Chaire féminine », Rabat-Kénitra 
      -  The « Réseau » Afak, Fès 
      -  Group TANIT (Meknés) 
      -  Group MIGROW (Meknés) 
      -  The U.F.R. « Women Studies », Rabat 
      -  The Moroccan-American Commission, Rabat 
      -  Women Writing Africa (USA) 
      -  Centre for African Studies, University of Illinois (USA) 
      -  The Royal Academy of Science International Trust (London) 
      -  Empirical Research and Women Studies Center, (Yemen) 
      -  Babylon Center, University of Tilburg (Holland) 
 
 
The Role of Women’s NGOs 
 
The syllabus also is open to civil society and women’s activism in the public sphere. Women’s 
issues and emancipation have recently become an important political topic that attracts the 
attention of decision-makers, activists, researchers and politicians. Moroccan women’s 
organisations play a decisive role in the democratisation and modernisation of society. From the 
1970s, women NGO’s have severely criticized the ways in which policy-makers overlooked 
women’s demands for emancipation and gender equity.  
 
At the socio-political level, after the political reforms of the 1990s (re-amendment of the 
constitution and law on elections), which led to more democratization, a large number of 
women's associations emerged having a great national and regional impact.  
 
These non-government organizations often have links and communicate as they form networks.  
However, despite the dynamism of these organizations, women are still disfavored at the 
judiciary level in legal matters (e.g. in polygamy, inheritance, etc.), as will be shown in due 
course. By contrast, the conservative forces view women’s role to be limited to home, 
reproduction and child rearing.   
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Women’s NGOs promote women’s emancipation, participation, social mobilisation, and 
associative lobbying that encourages good governance and a culture of responsible citizens not 
passive subjects. Women’s NGOs should be seen as a way to ensure a dynamic participatory and 
equitable democracy. NGOs have enabled women to critically assess their own situation and 
shape a transformation of society. 
 
Women’s NGOs are characterised by pragmatism and clear objectives, namely improving 
women’s socio-economic situation, integrating them in development and ensuring their 
participation in public life. They adopt strategies and actions which enable them to achieve 
sustainability through the empowerment of women.  
 
The program’s openness and interest in activism is central to its success. Women's activism has 
feminized civil society in Morocco due to its greater social involvement in social and political 
affairs and due to the proliferation of women's associations, and to their access to the media. 
Since the early 1980s, the nature of the public sphere has changed due to women's contributions 
and their participation in the public life motivated by their aspirations for equality and civil 
rights. 
 
The feminist and democratic civil society succeeded in reforming the Mudawana, which is no 
longer considered a sacred text. While in the past, the Mudawana was treated like the holy 
Qu’ran, it has now become more like secular law, more open to debate. Feminine NGOs argue 
that the door must be open for creativity and scholarly research in matters relevant to the family 
code and legislations. Women’s activism is essential to modernisation and democracy, for it is 
the women’s movement that has opened space for civil society and for democratic society. One 
cannot imagine any true development without the full emancipation of women. 
 
The syllabus ensure discussions, seminars, and researches are made on the interaction between 
academics and civil society activists, since their work and impact is central for  women and 
gender studies in the MENA region. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The program of Gender Studies is a part of the Department of English. Its purpose is to enable 
students to apply an interdisciplinary perspective to the study regarding the importance of gender 
within the research fields of the humanities. The program has recently broadened its perspective 
to also include other parameters of diversity such as race, class, migration, and ethnicity. 
 
In 1998, Fes University became one of the first universities in the Arab world to offer a Master’s 
course in Gender Studies. The course was the cornerstone of a program which in three decades 
developed a multi-disciplinary approach to teaching and research in gender-related issues. In 
2002, a PhD program on gender and language was launched, the first of its kind in Morocco. 
 
Gender Studies emphasizes the importance of gender as a category of critical analysis in areas 
such as scholarly activity, education, social relationships, cultural expression, and politics. 
Students are encouraged to examine established theoretical frameworks, institutions, ideologies, 
history, identity, science, language, and culture while exploring feminist alternatives. 
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5. 
    

Women and Education in Tunisia: 
From Independence to the Jasmine Revolution 

 
By Khadija Arfaoui 

AFTURD and Researcher in Gender Studies 
 

 
This paper deals with the development of the role Tunisian women have played for improving 
and modernizing the fabric of life in their country. 
 
It was during the early twentieth century that Tunisian women first began to leave the secluded 
world of home and to appear in public spaces as they took action against the colonial forces. The 
women came from the middle-class for the most part.  This factor, coupled with the support and 
encouragement of family, especially the male members, enabled them to take on challenges. As 
time passed, they became bolder in their activism. Some of them attended public meetings 
without wearing a veil, demanding that schools for girls be created, and collected money for that 
purpose. To ensure their success, these women stressed the fact that good morals would be 
taught so that good Muslim girls would come out of those schools.  
 
Since the 1930s when this quiet movement started, so much has happened. Indeed, the Tunisian 
girls and young women attending educational institutions in 2011 have little in common with the 
life that their elders had.  Today, there is not a single family, across all social classes, that does 
not make children’s education a family priority. At the same time, as in the rest of the world, 
Tunisia has witnessed a huge conservative movement concretely materialized by a return to the 
veil. However, what is interesting is that the adoption of the Islamic outfit, that is the headscarf 
and long-sleeved long dresses, has not come to mean that women must stay at home. To the 
surprise and bewilderment of their modernist sisters, these newer generations of veiled women 
who choose to wear the headscarf out of their own free will are also keen on having their place 
everywhere in the public sphere: in the streets, in the schools and universities, in the workforce. 
After being harassed under the regime of Ben Ali, they are now, after the Jasmine Revolution on 
January 14, 2011, free to dress as they want. This transformational process will be examined in 
this paper, together with the democratic forces, mobilized to defend human rights and equality 
against the rising Salafist forces that are pushing for restoring polygamy, having Tunisian 
women stay home and leaving the outer sphere as a space for men only. 
 

*** 
Indeed, the number of formally educated girls has gradually increased since Tunisia became 
independent in 1956.  At that moment, Bourguiba, the first President who was to rule the country 
for the next 30 years, took immediate action, making education the key issue in the country. 
Most importantly, he insisted that boys and girls be accorded equal footing in matters of 
educational access, and at the same time, he mandated that women rid themselves of the veil. 
Bourguiba firmly believed there could be no development in a country without the full 
participation of women (Arfaoui). 
 



 38 

Human Rights education was provided at the same time (1958), establishing the principles of 
equality, freedom and dignity. When education became compulsory in 1991 (Abdelmouleh), 
parents could no longer keep their children at home, particularly their daughters. Throughout the 
years, the situation of young girls and women has improved following a progressive change in 
mentalities. 
 
Democratization of education came thus with independence, giving access to schools to children 
of both sexes, although at first, there were no co-ed schools. When co-education started after 
independence in the late fifties, boys and girls were hardly allowed to talk to one another and 
there was often an empty table separating girls from boys. The situation of girls changed and 
improved progressively with girls staying in school longer and marrying later as Bourguiba had 
raised the age of marriage for both girls and boys to eighteen. Prior to that, many married in their 
teens. Education for girls meant a training crowned by a diploma. There was nothing like gender 
education and schoolbooks continued to portray women in the kitchen and men in the workforce. 
 
Gender Education 
Gender education began in the U.S in the 1970s with the introduction of Women’s Studies at 
university level. It did not begin in Tunisia until the 1980s although the Tunisian women who 
attended the university that time were aware of the privileged status granted to them through the 
adoption of the Code of Personal Status 1956, and thus making them pioneers throughout the 
Arab world. Despite their “privileged” role, Tunisian women were neither ignorant of nor 
indifferent to early feminism in Egypt, Lebanon or in the Arab world, and in Europe in 
particular, especially following the publication of Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex.  
 
In the 1970s, I was interested in the status of Afro-American women and wrote a short thesis 
about the double jeopardy of Afro-American women. Soon afterward, I chose to write my 
doctoral dissertation about Representations of Female Identity in the U.S. in Fact and in 
Women’s Fiction in the 60s and 70s (1996). Meanwhile, there were neither women’s studies nor 
gender studies departments in Tunisian universities. Tunisian women were not only aware of 
their gains compared to their Arab sisters, but also of the discriminations that prevented them 
from having the same opportunities as men. We could say that real feminism thus began at a time 
when women from different branches of education and training voiced their frustration, at their 
subjection or inferior status. Their concerns came from their own lives or from those of other 
women in their country as well as abroad. Feminist writings began to emerge to tackle some of 
the key issues that affected their lives. They dealt with human rights, education, awareness-
raising, and training. Many of the researchers belonged to the autonomous feminist movement, 
mainly the Tunisian Association of Democratic Women (ATFD) and the Association of Tunisian 
Women for Research and Development (AFTURD).15 A Master’s program in Gender Studies 
was initiated in the 2000s and chaired by Professor Fatma Haddad, a university philosophy 
professor, former university dean and a longtime member of AFTURD, together with a team of 
women activists such as Hafidha Chekir, jurist Dorra Mahfouth Draoui, sociologist and Amel 
Grami, professor of Arabic and Islamic Studies. While they listened to cases (on unemployment, 
violence, sexual harassment, separation and divorce, etc.) and provided the help needed, they 
were able to write and teach in order to educate the younger generation about the plight of 
women in their country. Unfortunately, this program was cancelled at the end of 2010. ATFD 
                                                
15 Acronyms from the French. 
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organized another program at this time, at Ilhem Marzouki Feminist University, which was 
founded with the support of UNIFEM in 2008. It is chaired by Souad Triki, former chairwoman 
of AFTURD and member of several other autonomous organizations. The program aims at 
reinforcing the skills and capability of social actors and professionals working in the field of 
women’s human rights and particularly advocating for the integration of gender in the 
legislation, strategies and policies. The project creates a socialization space that makes the 
intergenerational cultural link possible by reaching youth and connecting them with the social 
actors and professionals whose practices are decisive in dealing with women’s real and symbolic 
situations. 
 
Combating prejudices and discriminatory practices. 
Combating prejudices and discriminatory practices means mostly a change in mentalities. 
Tunisian female activists, together with men also keen on pushing for positive changes in the 
country, sought such change, in spite of the harassment of Ben Ali’s secret police, who seemed 
almost in permanent surveillance in front of their various organizations’ headquarters. Indeed, at 
times, the latter would not even allow anyone to get into their office. Telephones and\or internet 
connections would be cut off, funds from sponsors blocked at the Central Bank, and 
authorizations to organize a seminar in a public space denied. And yet, organizations such as 
ATFD and AFTURD continued, listening to women’s grievances, providing them with the right 
help they needed (a volunteer lawyer, or social worker, psycho-analyst, medical doctor, etc.), and 
sending someone immediately if anyone needed help, even when the needy person was hundreds 
of kilometers away. Never would the Tunisian media (press, radio, television) report on these 
stories. Ben Ali and his wife wanted to be the only ones to work for the good of the country. But 
that did not matter. The work continued in spite of difficulties that could have discouraged many. 
Whereas the previous dictatorial regime presented Tunisia as a haven of peace and stability and 
as a pioneer in terms of women’s rights, feminist autonomous groups now sought to point out the 
hardships that they met as women and the violence to which they were submitted at home as well 
as in public. Although they did not have the support of the media,--all under the authority of Ben 
Ali—relying on their own means, conducting their own research and having it published, and 
discovering the weaknesses and wrongs as well as lies of Ben Ali’s regime, they have sought to 
enlighten women about their rights all along. It was not enough to enlighten women, men and 
youth had to be enlightened too. 
 
Stories of corruption, frauds, abuses and tyranny were whispered about everywhere, and people 
felt a mounting revolt but they remained silent as they had been for years, fearful of the secret 
police that was watching the Tunisian people everywhere, even abroad. Social protests were 
illegal and therefore a rare phenomenon although they did happen occasionally such as the strike 
organized by female textile workers in Moknine in 2004, in protest against a mass lay-off. In 
2008 in Gafsa, women marched in the streets in protest against the lay-off of their sons and 
husbands from the phosphate mines. They were severely punished for that. Bouazizi’s self-
immolation in December 2010 started with a revolt that turned into a revolution at the news of 
his death. Civil society did not remain inactive; it was present at all meetings with an 
overwhelming presence of women, informing and being informed about all that was happening 
in the country at an increasingly speedy pace. “We took part in protests in the streets without any 
discrimination against us,” Emna Ben Jemaa, a lecturer and journalist said. 
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On January 14, 2011, women were at the mass meeting together with their sympathizers. Sihem 
Ben Sedrine16 came back to Tunisia, after years of forced absence from the country on that very 
day to take part in the meeting. Other exiles were to follow, among them the leader of 
Ennahdha17, the Islamist Party, Rached Ghanouchi. In spite of the high number of protesters 
(between 30,000 and 40,000 people, according to Samir Tarhouni, head of the Anti-Terrorist 
Brigade), in front of the Ministry of Interior, nobody thought the event would end with the fall of 
the dictatorship, but it did. 
 
Democracy 
Tunisia experienced a democratization process in the fifties with the end of the protectorate that 
opened schools to children from all walks of life. Although the process has continued with 
schools and universities opening throughout the country, the hardships met by the poorest of the 
poor has remained a serious challenge and difficult to resolve. 
 
Today, in 2011, a number of Tunisian women (and men as demonstrated by the Jasmine 
Revolution) live on the fringes of poverty. Illiterate, they can only work in agriculture or as 
house workers if they do not decide to beg in the streets. There is a feeling of resignation and/or 
anger in their attitude. Although education is compulsory in the country, little girls from 
underprivileged families are more likely than boys made to quit school in order to bring in 
money for the family. Nonetheless, the democratization of education in Tunisia has given girls 
across social class the opportunity for an education and they perform at a very high level, often 
better than boys, strongly suggesting that scholarly achievement is not a matter of gender or 
wealth, but of opportunities. 
 
As more and more schools and universities have opened throughout the country—it is interesting 
to know that at independence, there was only one university in Tunisia, in the city capital, Tunis. 
What that meant was that all those students who passed their baccalaureate had no choice but to 
leave home and come and study in Tunis, clearly a continual hardship for the poorest of the poor: 
 

- Mothers generally bleed themselves dry to provide as much as they can for their children 
to have an education. For them, their children’s success would not only lead to a better 
paying job, but also to an entry into a higher social status. An example in point: 
Mabrouka, a house-worker with a husband working as helper at a grocery shop was 
offered a scarf and a long dress by her fourth son when he got a job after graduating from 
the university. “She no longer needs to work,” he said. and the Islamist outfit was her 
reward for all she had done for their success. 

- The example above shows how democratization can serve poor women as it gives them 
something to hope for and allows them to get away from the state of resignation that used 
to make them accept their fate. What can they do when they live far away from the city, 
when they have to work so hard for about $3 a day (according to a video 

                                                
16 Journalist and Human Rights activist, founding member of the National Council for Liberties, Sihem Ben Sedrine 
is also editor-in-chief of Kalima, an online newspaper. Persecuted and imprisoned under Ben Ali, she had to live in 
exile. She has been back in Tunisia since January 14 and is politically much involved. 
 
17 Ennahdha means Renaissance. 
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http://www.facebook.com/A.toi.le.choix) with young children to feed, an unemployed 
husband/and or son sick or in jail? They can expect no help, and if they are sick, that will 
just mean that they will not have their daily $ 3!). Their struggle to survive makes them 
understand that getting training and education is the only way out of poverty. So, their 
main focus becomes a struggle for their children’s educational success. With the 
participation of civil society and the media, the government is much more likely to bring 
serious changes in the fabric of life. On the other hand, civil society including the two 
autonomous feminist organizations, namely ATFD and AFTURD, have been for years 
engaged in various literacy and training programs funded by the European Union and/or 
some of its members. These programs were successful in spite of the enormous obstacles 
and harassment of Ben Ali’s police and of the silence and indifference of the media.  

- The situation has drastically changed today, after a mass Revolution led by youth but also 
by men and women. It was certainly no thanks to any political or Islamist party. This 
Revolution can only be claimed by the Tunisian people thirsty for freedom. 
Consequently, more women and men should be informed in this new democratic 
environment thanks to the creation of spaces where women can meet with experts who 
will teach them about their basic rights, reminiscent of the heroic days when men and 
women were reached in the farthest corners of the country and told about taboo topics  
such as sexuality  and the 1960s planning family campaign, Bourguiba understood from 
the beginning that among the things that had to be tackled for Tunisia to become a player 
in the world of nations, improving and expanding education and slowing down birth rates 
were basic steps towards that end. The graph below shows the impact of the family 
planning program in Tunisia over the years: 

Fertility Rate Drops.18 
Number of children per woman in Tunisia 

 

Source: Tunisia's National Board of Family and Planning 

The aftermath of January 14  

                                                
18 The graph above shows how the fertility rate declined, from 7.2 in the 1960s to 2.08 in 2002. 
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The information above was, I believe, necessary to understand the events that have transformed 
the Tunisia that had thus far been internationally known as a country of peace, stability and 
tolerance that attracted thousands of tourists. 
Headed by the Tunisian External Communication Agency (ATCE), the State-run media 
presented Tunisia as a haven of peace and stability, and its president Ben Ali and his wife, Leila 
Trabelsi, were portrayed daily as responsible for the country’s success Moreover, the first lady 
became increasingly involved in politics, and was shown giving long speeches sometimes longer 
than those of her president husband, during which she had the entire government and foreign 
personalities stand in standing ovations. In particular, Leila Trabelsi-Ben Ali claimed the 
advancement of women’s rights as her own doing, thus making abstraction of all those women 
who had preceded her in research and advocacy, including the women of ATFD and AFTURD 
whom she simply ignored. As to the president of the governmental National Union of Tunisian 
Women (UNFT), she could oust its chairwoman when she did not behave according to her 
wishes. 
 
The events that started on 17 December 2010 after Mohamed Bouazizi’s immolation were 
crowned by the ousting of Ben Ali, the dictator, on January 14, 2011. What a relief for the 
bewildered Tunisians! The entire world suddenly turned upside down; in particular, the giant 
photos of Ben Ali that had been plaguing the Tunisian landscape throughout the country and that 
seemed to be there forever were torn down and burned! What did that Revolution—called the 
world over “The Jasmine Revolution”—mean to the Tunisian people?  
 
It meant the end of tyranny, oppression, the secret police, and a hated dictatorship that had lasted 
much too long. It meant democracy and human rights were at last to pevail. To women activists, 
it meant that they were now free to work and extend their efforts to the regions without having to 
face Ben Ali’s secret police. On her first visit to Tunisia, the UN Women’s executive director19, 
Mrs. Michele Bachelet, hailed the brave women that “courageously stood for their rights and 
went on streets defending freedom and justice” (Ghribi). Indeed, throughout the preceding years, 
Tunisian feminists had been struggling for equal rights. To their utter disappointment, however, 
there were but two women in the transitional government that followed Ben Ali’s ousting; then 
only one was left as of October 2011. In Tunisia, where women’s status remains the most 
enviable throughout the Arab world, the transition period is still dominated by men. How could 
that be in a country that prides itself in being a pioneer in terms of women’s rights in this region? 
Immediate action had to be taken in order: 
 

1) To make sure that the CSP would remain unchanged; 
2) To have the government lift the reservations made on the CEDAW,20 in particular the 

inheritance law21 that, according to the Qur’an, allows men to inherit the double of a 
woman’s part. 

                                                
19 A United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women. 
20 Tunisia ratified CEDAW in 1985 with some reservations though that the government justified by the will to 
conform to Article 1 of the Tunisian Constitution. In spite of the amendments brought to the legislation 
(transmission of nationality by the mother, guardianship) and of the ratification of the Optional Protocol of the 
Convention that, under some conditions, allows one to present a complaint in case of violation by a State Party of 
one of the rights stipulated in the Convention, the reservations on women’s rights and in particular in terms of 
inheritance have not been lifted (Attariq aljadid, 12-18 August 2011) 
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How could that be achieved, particularly when unexpected threats came from 
Islamists, not only from Ennahdha—in spite of the fact it asserted it had changed, did 
not want to bring any changes to the Code of Personal Status (CSP), and was not 
against women’s work—but also from Salafists that aggressed women in the streets 
verbally and physically, urging them to wear a headscarf and long-sleeved dresses 
and to stay home. 
 

Mobilization was necessary and so a huge movement initiated by ATFD took action together 
with the other democratic forces in the country. A large number of new organizations were 
founded to build this young democracy. The task has been tough for never has Tunisia been truly 
democratic. The Tunisian people of all age groups feel they have everything to learn about 
democracy; and civil society, as well as the political parties, are endeavoring to enlighten people. 
Freedom of expression has suddenly loosened people’s tongues, and people want to speak out 
wherever they go, asking for the microphone at meetings, calling radio stations stating they want 
to have their voice heard.  
 
As to the feminists, ATFD organized a 3-day international seminar (17-20 March 2011), the first 
of this significance, about democratic transitions. Other organizations (AFTURD, Collectif 
Maghreb 95, Tunisian League of Human Rights, and the National Council for Liberties in 
Tunisia (CNLT), took part in the seminar. For the first time, members of the government 
attended the meeting. And, of course and at last, the media were there! Experts from such 
countries as Spain, Portugal, Belarus, Egypt, Peru, took part in the seminar, reporting on how 
democratic transition took place in their respective countries. The participants agreed to maintain 
Article 122 of the Constitution as it is while enriching the Constitution in terms of women’s rights 
with a set of principles that will form the platform of the New Republic such as the right to 
citizenship and the respect of total equality between men and women, with a separation between 
religion and politics. A Manifest23 was issued at the closing ceremony as an answer to several 
happenings considered as threats to Tunisia’s modernist way of life: a multitude of aggressions 
against women by Islamists, the appearance of niqabs, and the authorization for women to have 
ID photos wearing a scarf. 
 
Following intense feminist activism, the Higher Authority for the Realization of the Objectives 
of the Revolution, amended Article 16 by which the principle of parity was adopted. According 
to this decree, every single party must present an equal number of male and female candidates. 
The lists must alternate men and women and so doing, no matter how many seats a party may 
get, the gains will be divided equally between the sexes. The event was hailed by the democratic 
forces in the country as it will be a strong agent to banish discrimination against women. This 
victory, Sophie Bessis24 said, “is a great first in the Arab World and even elsewhere. Women 
have taken part in the Revolution on an equal footing with men; they will from now on take part 
in forging the political future of Tunisia” (Largueche). The event is, indeed, historic. It will just 
                                                                                                                                                       
21 It should be noted that this inheritance law is one that has been drawing much opposition and resistance. 
22 Article1: Tunisia is a free State, independent and sovereign; its religion is Islam, its language is Arabic, and its 
form is the Republic (The Code of Personal Status). 
23 Women’s Manifest for equality and Citizenship. It was drafted by ATFD, AFTURD, Collectif 95 Maghreb Egalite 
and the Women’s Commission of the Tunisian League of Human Rights. 
24 Sophie Bessis is a Tunisian writer, journalist and human rights activist. She is the current Assistant Secretary 
General of the International Federation of Human Rights. 
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need to be implemented. The decree has been adopted by most, including Ennahdha. At the 
meeting that was held on August 12, 2011, in Tunis, in celebration of the fifty-fifth anniversary 
of the CSP, Ahlem Belhadj, chairwoman of ATFD, clearly stated that not only did Tunisian 
women want to protect the CSP but they wanted to obtain total equality with men. The message 
is clear. All the reservations made on the CEDAW must be lifted, in particular the inheritance 
law that, according to the Shari’a, allows a man to inherit a double part of that granted to 
women. It is good to remember that hadn’t Habib Bourguiba promulgated the Code of Personal 
Status25 (CSP) as he did, immediately after independence, had he waited for the formation of the 
government and for the launching of the young Tunisian Republic, it is very likely that the CSP 
would never have been promulgated. The example of nearby Algeria testifies of such a 
possibility, with women still considered as minors. Tunisian women have always fought against 
injustices and wrongs and on this special celebration, at a time when women’s modernist gains 
are threatened by Salafist groups that declare their will to establish a Caliphate, and a return to 
Shari’a law, with the remark that Tunisia never used the Shari’a and there is no reason why it 
should use it now. Indeed, several women have been aggressed in the streets and at the 
workplace and asked to wear the headscarf, stay home and pray. One of the new political parties 
formed is using this slogan: “I have chosen to wear the scarf. When will it be your turn?” Artists 
such as film-makers Nouri Bouzid and Nadia El Fani have been aggressed; theaters have been 
broken into by violent bearded men and artists who wanted to bring some entertainment to the 
refugees from Libya on the frontier of Ras Jedir were forbidden to do so by Salafist groups that 
stated art was a sin in Islam! 
  
Therefore, one must not wait. Tunisia must adopt this important decision now, following 
Bourguiba’s example. The Tunisian feminist activists declare it essential that the CSP be 
enshrined in the new constitution that is expected to be drafted by the representatives of the 
Constituent Assembly to be elected on October 23, 2011. Maya Jribi, Secretary General of the 
Progressive Democratic Party (PDP), remains optimistic in spite of the difficulties the country is 
going through. She believes it will be possible to establish the foundations of a democratic 
regime. This will be possible if we get closer to the Tunisian citizens’ concerns and avoid 
political divisions and sterile polemics. As Tunisia was about to celebrate the promulgation of 
the Code of Personal Status that is the illustration that Tunisian society is tending toward 
emancipation and reform, Jribi said: “As an activist and political Tunisian woman, I have to 
devote my efforts to the preservation and consolidation of the gains achieved by the Tunisian 
society.” (Maya Jribi). 
 
Conclusion 
Tunisia’s achievement is historic. Just as the Tunisians launched the Arab Spring, hopefully their 
example will be emulated across the region, in spite of continuing social unrest characterized by 
sit-ins, strikes and violence against public and private offices and businesses. “History shows 
that countries are more prosperous and more peaceful when women are empowered,” Barack 
Obama stated on May 19, 2011. Michele Bachelet’s message was the same: “When we empower 
women, we empower the whole community.” That, indeed, had been Bourguiba’s state of mind 
                                                

25 Bear in mind that the CSP promulgated on August 13, 1956 does not refer to Shari’a law. 
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when he promulgated the CPS, empowering women by giving them the same rights as men to 
have an education and to work. Tunisia will not be a democracy if half of its population (women) 
faces discrimination. A number of Tunisian women live on the fringes of poverty. Although 
education is compulsory, in spite of the literacy programs targeting illiterate women and men, 
little girls are more often than boys made to quit school and bring in money. Democratization 
will make education as necessary for boys and for girls. Nowadays, most parents want their sons 
and daughters to make it in the world of education and work. It is when the “push” comes from 
the citizens that real change occurs. Statistics show that girls can achieve the same--if not 
greater--scholarly success as boys. Democracy begins at home and continues at all educational 
institutions and in the workplace. People from all walks of life, all religions, all races and 
cultures have the same chances to succeed in life, provided they are granted the necessary tools. 
If boys and girls are treated and brought up equally, they will be provided with the necessary 
tools to develop into healthy, self-asserted and self-sufficient human beings that will help form a 
cohesive society. Ensuring equality by introducing the CSP in the new Constitution of Tunisia 
will bring back peace, security and stability. The Tunisian democrats are working for that 
objective. They remain positive about the outcome of their revolution for, as Nabila Ramdani 
states: “Women played an important role in the battle for Algerian independence. They planted 
bombs and acted as informants…But in post-revolutionary Tunisia…, the voice of women is 
louder because it is a secular society, with a distinction between religion and the rule of law” 
(Naib Fatma). Although Tunisian feminists often think with concern of the Algerian case, they 
remain hopeful and optimistic: their historical background will not make them fall into the same 
trap! Fears of a backlash for women’s rights are present, and many “People look at the examples 
of Algeria and Iran. History has proven that there is no guarantee that an Islamic party such as 
Ennahdha will secure women’s rights,” (Naib) Ms. Jemaa said and consequently, the Tunisian 
people have to be vigilant, and they are. 
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6. 
 

Centres and Programs: Women’s Studies, Research Policy and Activism 
 

A/Professor Suzanne Franzway 
Director, Research Centre for Gender Studies 

University of South Australia 
 

 
The conference focuses on key elements of Women’s Studies and gender research that have been 
integral to the field from its early emergence in universities and schools. This paper contributes 
to the discussion through looking at research-policy-activism links as developed in South 
Australia and the contributions of Women’s Studies and gender research to pressing global 
social/gender issues. The foci are: (1) similarities and differences in Women’s Studies cross-
culturally; (2) how theory, policy, and activism are integrated into the curriculum; and (3) how 
Women/Gender Studies addresses global gender/social issues such as economic crisis, violence, 
and democratization 
 
Women’s Studies was born from activism as it was only through the efforts of feminist students 
and teachers that the study of gender gained any place in education. In Australia, this began in 
two main ways. The most dramatic involved a sit-in, or strike, by students and two young 
philosophy tutors26 at the University of Sydney before a women’s Studies course was accepted 
into the Departmental program. At Flinders University in South Australia, the radical pedagogy 
that was critical of the elitism of universities influenced feminists to demand that not only should 
there be Women’s Studies subjects taught, but that anyone from the community could also be 
involved. Thus I found myself as an Arts undergraduate, participating in self-run study groups 
with a great diversity of students, a third of whom were not enrolled in the University. We 
studied a heady mix of Philosophy, especially Marxism, the debates in the new journals and the 
problems of relating these ideas to our own experience. The University paid a tutor (the lowest 
level academic), also in the Philosophy Department, to connect us to its resources, and we learnt 
how to write grants for very small sums, organise national conferences and debate everything.  
 
From this beginning, feminists in higher education worked to gain space and a place for 
Women’s Studies in each institution.  South Australia has three universities and each of them has 
a Women’s Studies presence, teach undergraduates, guide doctoral students and engage in 
gender research. The undergraduate program at the University of South Australia is designed to 
question, explore and analyse gender in the new millennium.   It provides opportunities to 
investigate and debate the changing meanings of femininities, masculinities and sexualities, and 
the political and theoretical issues and debates around gender in a global context.  Gender 
Studies has a multi-disciplinary focus and specialises in issues to do with race and sexualities, 
families and work, the policies of difference, post-coloniality, post-modernism, popular culture, 

                                                
26 Both are themselves excellent philosophers. Jean Curthoys later published Feminist Amnesia (1997) which 
despairs about contemporary Women’s Studies. Elizabeth Grosz published Volatile Bodies (1994) and is best known 
for her work on the so-called French philosophers. 
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representation, identity, the state and the body. The courses are offered from first to third year as 
well as at the Honours level. 
 
In a difficult climate of declining educational funding, the teaching programs are proving 
difficult to sustain. The problem is one of staffing. While two universities established 
departments, including named chairs, my own university did not, and we have seen our teaching 
program depend on offerings by staff across a number of Schools. This was in part because the 
newly established University of South Australia was constructed organisationally into Schools of 
several disciplines, and then into four Divisions. Departments were replaced by teaching teams 
submerged within the larger School structures. Our Women’s Studies courses were written into a 
number of undergraduate degrees. In spite of growing and fierce competition for student 
numbers among the teams and the Schools, Women’s Studies has sustained a major strand of 
courses. In addition, career pressures encouraged some to move away from teaching Women’s 
Studies towards more mainstream programs. However, the numbers of candidates for doctoral 
and masters degrees continue to rise. This may be because postgraduate work is largely 
undertaken by thesis only, and with supervision by two academics. This allows considerable 
flexibility around choice of topic, and work time, with no requirements for timetabled courses.  
 
We have found that our best resource has been the formation of focussed centres which provide 
feminist academics and students ways to sustain their feminist commitments and to retain a 
foothold in the education environment. We established a research centre that continues to 
flourish, attracting postgraduate students and the community who wish to engage with feminist 
questions. 
 
Centres 
 
Centres for Women’s Studies play a considerable role in the nexus of research-policy-activism. 
Centres are one of the characteristic organisations of the Women’s Movement. They draw 
feminists together into one place (rarely virtual) and enable to building of conversations, 
strategies, and projects. Originally conceived as spaces of collectivity, they can provide a profile 
and focal point for the goals of feminism. This may be the case even where some hierarchical 
structures have developed with Directors, executives, paid staff and membership criteria.  
 
At the University of South Australia, feminist academics from across the university set up the 
Research Centre for Gender Studies. First, a note on the name. We had called ourselves 
Women’s Studies academics, but when we came to set up our centre formally so that it would be 
recognised a research group or concentration by the university, a ‘research centre for women’s 
studies’ already existed at the University of Adelaide. We canvassed the issues around the terms, 
‘women’ compared to ‘gender’ and concluded we needed the different name. We have had two 
men as members, but have experienced no controversy over this name.  
   
The Research Centre for Gender Studies is defined as a multi-disciplinary research concentration 
and its mission is to foster excellence and creativity in research and postgraduate training on 
gender by bringing together the research interests and teaching expertise of university members. 
The goals are now stated as fostering research on gender as a key social category of enquiry by 
building and strengthening  
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 postgraduate research culture  
 the culture of collaboration within the membership  
 competitive grant applications  
 refereed publications in high quality and useful areas  
 interdisciplinary/multidisciplinary research  
 international research collaborations  
 contributions to national and international policy 
 

Members of the research centre undertake research in three broad areas: cultural studies 
including visual arts, representation, the family, subjectivity, memory, the body, technobodies, 
disabilities, sexualities, identity, post-colonialism and racism; education including schooling 
curriculum, pedagogy, citizenship, tertiary education, history, demography of family formation 
and policy analysis; and work and economy including paid and unpaid work, globalisation, 
labour movements, the state, public policies,  rural practices, trade unions, gender budgets, 
domestic violence, and care work. 
 
The RCGS holds regular seminars, mostly work-in-progress by postgraduates and by centre 
members. Most recently, Mary Margaret Fonow, sponsored by RCGS, held a very successful 
workshop on feminist methodology that drew postgraduates and academics from across the 
University. 
 
The Centre co-sponsors national events including the national Australian Women’s and Gender 
Studies Association conference of which it is a founding member. (http://awgsa.org.au/awgsa ). 
The 2010 conference had its theme as Emerging Spaces: New Possibilities in Critical Times.  It 
also co-sponsored the first South Australian public lecture, with the acclaimed Indigenous 
scholar, Dr Aileen Moreton-Robinson.  RCGS also co-sponsors the bi-annual Our Work, Our 
Lives conference. This latter conference exemplifies the outreach of the Centre as it sets out to 
engage academics, policy-makers and activists. The 2011 conference is set for the 1-2nd 
September to be held in Dili, Timor Leste, and its themes are in keeping with the aims and 
aspirations of the newest Working Women's Centre: 
 
• Women in precarious or vulnerable work  
• Women’s access to their rights and entitlements  
• Progress towards decent work in the Asia Pacific  
• Building sustainable communities through women's workforce participation 
 
The conference will also launch the new Working Women’s Centre of Timor-Leste, a 
tremendous achievement that sees the coming together of feminist activism, politics and 
research. (http://workingwomenscentretimor-leste.blogspot.com/p/our-work-our-lives.html) 
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RCGS Members 
 
A/Professor Suzanne Franzway, Director, RCGS 
Suzanne Franzway teaches gender studies and sociology. Her research focus is on feminist 
politics in greedy institutions and work, and current projects include an ARC-funded study of 
women engineers, with a forthcoming book (Challenging Knowledge, Sex and Power:  Gender, 
Work and Engineering Routledge, 2012), an international project on transnational labour and 
feminism (Making Feminist Politics: Transnational Alliances Between Women and Labor, with 
M.M. Fonow, Illinois University Press, 2011) and Making Globalization Work for Women: 
Women Workers’ Social Rights and Trade Union Leadership (co-ed with V. Moghadam and 
M.M. Fonow) SUNY Press (in press, Fall, 2011). She is leading a team of Centre members in a 
project on domestic violence titled Gendered violence and Citizenship: the complex effects of 
intimate partner violence on housing, employment and mental health, which has already won 
significant funding.  
 
Dr Lia Bryant’s recent work has focused on questions of gender, sexuality and embodiment, 
and gender relations in large organisations. She has vast experience in studies on rural society. 
Her research interests are: rurality: rural communities; identities; agricultural production and 
gender; pluriacitivity and enterprise development; diversity; sexualities; embodiment; intimacy; 
ethnicities; mining and food processing labour markets. Her most recent book is Bryant, L. and 
Pini, B. (2011) Gender and Rurality, International Series of Women and Place, Routledge, New 
York.   
 
Ms Elaine Butler is an Adjunct Senior Lecturer in the School of Education. She is also is the 
National Co-coordinator of WAVE (Women in Adult Vocational Education Inc.), the national 
NGO for women in adult, vocational and work-related education and training, and a board 
member of economic Security4Women, one of the Australian government's six national women's 
alliances that report to the federal Office for Women. In 2011 Elaine attended the UN's 55th 
Session of the Commission on the Status of Women (New York, 22 Feb – 4 Mar 2011) as a 
member of the Australian delegation 
 
Dr Jean Duruz stresses the connections of food, place, identity and memory in contemporary 
western cultures especially as these represent engagements with meanings of 'Asia', globalisation 
and cosmopolitanism.  'Geographies of food: "afters", Progress in Human Geography Online 
First, April 29, 2010. (with Ian Cook et al); ‘Floating food: eating “Asia’ in kitchens of the 
diaspora’, Emotion, Space and Society, 3, 2010, pp. 45-49.  
 
A/ Professor Judith Gill focuses on questions of power and politics as evidenced by qualitative 
research into young people's understandings of the world. She has maintained an interest in 
gender as a key dimension of social, intellectual and cultural organisation and has conducted 
research into the ways in which gender impacts on people's self-understanding, world vision and 
life choices. She is the author of Beyond the great divide: coeducation or single sex? (UNSW 
Press, 2004) and co-author of Reid A, Gill J. & Sears A. (eds) ( 2010); Globalisation, the Nation-
State and the Citizen: Dilemmas and directions for civics and citizenship education. New York, 
Routledge; Mills J., Ayre M. &Gill J. (2010): Gender Inclusive Engineering Education. New 



 51 

York, Routledge; Gill Judith & Sue Howard (2009); Knowing Our Place: Children talking about 
power, identity and citizenship. Melbourne, ACER Press. 
 
Prof Kay Lawrence is the Director of the SA School of Art in the School of Art, Architecture 
and Design. She supervises postgraduate students enrolled in the PhD Visual Art (major studio 
project), Master of Visual Arts and the Master of Design. Her particular interest and expertise is 
in contemporary visual arts, and the area of textiles practice and theory, especially in relation to 
tapestry weaving. Her exhibitions include This everything water, SASA gallery with an invited 
catalogue essay, Inspiration and Creativity for the American Tapestry Alliance website and  
Tattered Cultures: Mended Histories, University of Hawai’i for the American Textile Society, 
Honolulu 
 
Dr Cassandra Loeser’s research focused on the ways young men with hearing disabilities 
negotiate the everyday realms of social interaction, friendship, school, sport and recreation, and 
in particular how the identities of masculinity and disability are inter-related in the construction 
of their embodied subjectivities. Dr Loeser continues to publish from her doctoral project and is 
currently undertaking research on the experiences of higher degree by research students with 
disabilities and/or chronic illnesses. This includes Loeser, C. (2010) 'Muscularity, Mateship and 
Malevolent Masculinities: Experiences of Young Men with Hearing Disabilities in Secondary 
Schools', Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education. vol.31, no. 4, pp. 423-435. 
Crowley, V. and Loeser, C. (2009) 'The Potentialities of Post-essentialist Pedagogy', The 
International Journal of Interdisciplinary Social Sciences vol. 4, no. 7, pp. 11-22.  
 
Emeritus Professor Alison Mackinnon is a professor of history and gender studies and also 
holds an honorary doctorate from the University of Umeå in Sweden. She has published widely 
in women's history, the history of women's higher education, in historical demography and 
changing patterns of family formation. She is also interested in contemporary issues of family 
formation, fertility change, of disadvantaged girls and issues of combining work and family. Her 
most recent book is  Women, Love and Learning: the double bind, Peter Lang, Bern, August 
2010. 
 
Dr Nicole Moulding is a qualified social worker with a background in women's health and 
community health. Her teaching and research interests are in the areas of gender and mental 
health, social exclusion and mental health and interpretive research methodology, particularly 
post-structural approaches. She has a particular interest in the social construction of subjectivity 
and the implications for mental health and well-being. A recent paper is Rowntree, M., Bryant, 
L. and Moulding, NT. (forthcoming) Chick lit’s heterosexualities”. Accepted for publication in 
Australian Feminist Studies, February 2011. 
 
A/Prof Margaret Peters is Dean of Research and Research Education at the University. Her 
research interests are socioeconomic impacts of globalisation and postmodernism on national 
and multinational public and private corporations, and research reconceptualisations of 'Western' 
and 'Asian' management paradigms, particularly knowledge management, and the impact on 
senior women executives. She is co-editor of Sonic Synergies: Music, Technology, Community, 
Identity (Ashgate 2008).  
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Professor Elspeth Probyn  is a Visiting Professor of Gender and Cultural Studies. Elspeth has 
published several books: Sexing the self, Outside belongings, Carnal appetites, Sexy bodies and 
Blush: faces of shame (University of Minnesota Press, and UNSW Press, 2005) which developed 
an analysis of affects from a psychological and cultural perspective; and she recently co-edited 
Remote control, a book on media ethics, and new forms of television such as reality TV and food 
shows. Her forthcoming book is Taste and place (Reaktion Press, London).  
 
Adjunct Professor Rhonda Sharp research and scholarship have straddled the interrelated 
areas of economics, political economy, gender studies and public policy. She has undertaken 
research and policy work on gender and economic issues with governments and community 
groups in Australia, United Kingdom, Norway, South Africa, Sri Lanka, Italy, the Basque 
Country, Sweden, Barbados, Samoa, Timor Leste and the Republic of the Marshall Islands. D 
Elson and Rhonda Sharp, 'Gender-responsive budgeting and women's poverty' in S Chant (ed.), 
Women and poverty, Edward Elgar, London, 2010, pp. 522–527.   
 
Dr Tangi Steen in the David Unaipon College of Indigenous Education and Research examines 
information technology (IT) education and its uses in learning and research. Her PhD research 
focused on the problem solving strategies that students use when they encounter difficulties in 
IT. She is also interested in cultural studies of culturally and linguistically diverse people of 
Australia and that of the world's indigenous people. In particular, the changing social 
constructions of themselves as minority groups and their levels of participation in the social, 
political and economic processes that impact their lives. She recently published Lushington, K, 
Cook, J, Steen, T, Wyld, F & Snowden, C. (2009) 'The Book of Beyond: Designing PODcasts to 
Provide Spoken-Word Health Information for the Oral Culture of Remote Australian Aboriginal 
Communities' in The International Journal of the Book, CG Publisher at 
http://ijb.cgpublisher.com/product/pub.27/prod.279. 
   
Dr Sarah Wendt’s research is focussed on domestic violence, feminist theory and social 
constructivism, rural and community sociology, rurality, violence and abuse, social work theory 
and practice, qualitative methodologies and interpretative epistemologies. She published her 
book: Domestic violence in rural Australia, Federation Press, Annandale, NSW, 2009. 
 
Dr Carole Zufferey  worked as social work practitioner for over 15 years prior to being 
employed at the university. Since 2006 she has worked on various collaborative research projects 
particularly in the areas of domestic violence and women's employment, child protection, mental 
health, homelessness and social work education, with the aims of improving service delivery 
and/or social work education. She has published a number of articles particularly in the area of 
homelessness and social work. She is leading a national research project on Domestic Violence 
and Homelessness. 
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RCGS current research projects 
 
People, pumps and pipes: a social study of change in the collaborative supply of irrigation 
services Dr Lia Bryant, Dr Matthew Rofe and Prof Guy Robinson. ARC Linkage Grant.  
As a result of climate change, water legislation and agricultural adjustment, the Renmark 
Irrigation Trust (RIT), Australia's oldest trust, is facing unprecedented change. Water 
management for RIT has moved from a collective enterprise to devolution of licences to 
individuals. This movement may divide existing social networks. Using participatory research, 
community and individual perceptions and responses to change will be traced over 3 years. 
Social dynamics within RIT's multicultural community will be examined as well as community 
identity, noting the significance of the trust and water as fundamental to working and living for 
irrigators. Results will inform policies to enable better integration of social dynamics with water 
trading. 
  
Epistemologies of workplace change: transforming gender relations in engineering 
Suzanne Franzway, Julie Mills, Rhonda Sharp and Judy Gill, ARC Discovery Grant. 
Rapid economic and social changes have restructured workplaces and the workforce 
participation of men and women. Engineering exemplifies the benefits of globalisation through 
the expansion of markets and increased demands for highly paid, skilled workers. Paradoxically, 
women remain marginal to this workforce, despite many campaigns to improve equity and 
diversity. We propose a fundamental rethinking of the epistemological underpinnings of prior 
approaches by using an innovative taxonomy to investigate the production of ignorance of sexual 
politics of workplace change. This missing dimension of knowledge is critical to the 
development of successful gender equity campaigns and policies.  
 
The severe shortage of engineers threatens sustainable development in rich and poor countries 
alike. The situation is exacerbated in Australia by global warming and the mining boom, 
ultimately constraining the national capacity for future economic development and long-term 
prosperity. Women are potentially an important source of future engineers, but they are currently 
neither attracted to nor retained within the profession in significant numbers. This project, 
involving international collaboration, will generate a new conceptual model designed to redress 
this problem. A key outcome will be more efficient and effective gender equity policies in 
engineering and related industries.  
 
  
Preventing the financial abuse of older people by a family member: designing and 
evaluating older-person-centred models of family mediation 
Dale Bagshaw, Lana Zannettino and Sarah Wendt, ARC Linkage Grant. Industry partners: 
Department for Families and Communities, Office for the Public Advocate, Relationships 
Australia, Alzheimer's Australia SA, Guardianship Board  
The financial abuse of older people is a significant social problem that is likely to intensify as 
Australia's ageing population continues to rise exponentially over the next twenty years. This 
project engages a broad range of stakeholders, including older people and their families, in the 
process of developing specialised models of family mediation to reduce the incidence and 
severity of financial abuse within a framework that promotes social sustainability and family 
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cohesion. The outcomes of the project, therefore, will have a direct and positive impact on policy 
and practice in the social and economic care of older people. 
 
Eating Asia: Asian kitchens and identities in negotiation Jean Duruz 
This research examines everyday intercultural interactions through food as ways of 
problematising ‘Asian’ and ‘Australian’ identity negotiations. Focusing on foodscapes in 
Adelaide and Singapore and on differently-positioned users, the research is documenting a range 
of material (photographs, sound recordings, ethnographic observations, interview narratives) for 
each site. Through analysis of this material, the project is engaging with recent debates on 
Australian multiculturalism as ‘ethnic enrichment’, and on ‘eating Asian’ as forms of consumer 
cannibalism. Finally, the project speculates on more complex understandings of ‘Asian’ and 
‘Australian’ within a milieu of global cosmopolitanism and glocalised practices of place. 
 
 Restructuring the male breadwinner model? New challenges for a rapidly changing 
Australia Rhonda Sharp (with A/Prof Ray Broomhill, University of Adelaide & Prof Janine 
Brodie, University of Alberta, Canada) ARC Discovery Grant.  
This project investigates changes to the Australian male breadwinner gender order in the key 
spheres of the labour market, household and policy by combining quantitative and qualitative 
research methods with theoretical and policy analysis. Australia's postwar prosperity was 
underpinned by a male breadwinner model that, though problematic, provided social stability. 
These gender arrangements have undergone dramatic changes, raising concerns about work–life 
balance, care provisioning, fertility rates and social cohesiveness. The impact of these changes is 
vital policy issues. This international collaboration will develop a conceptual framework for 
identifying policy reform to strengthen Australia's social and economic sustainability. 
 
Budgeting for women's economic empowerment: the practices and potential for gender-
responsive budgeting in the Asia-Pacific region Rhonda Sharp (with A/Prof Siobhan Austen, 
Curtin University of Technology and Professor Diane Elson, Essex University, UK); AusAid 
Australian Development Research Award  
This two-year research project seeks to fill a gap in existing knowledge by investigating the 
experiences of Asia-Pacific countries in integrating a gender perspective into budgetary 
processes, the factors that enable and constrain the implementation of these initiatives, and the 
potential of different gender-responsive budget (GRB) approaches for progressing women's 
economic empowerment. By identifying and investigating factors that are most crucial in 
enabling and constraining the potential development of Asia-Pacific GRB initiatives, the project 
will help inform governments, researchers, NGOs and donors to assist in developing GRB 
approaches that will contribute to women's economic empowerment in the region. The research 
also will be useful to stakeholders in the development process by increasing their understanding 
of how public expenditure can contribute to women's empowerment.  
 
Making feminist politics: transnational alliances between women and labor. Suzanne 
Franzway and Mary Margaret Fonow (Arizona State University). In this timely and detailed 
examination of the intersections of feminism, labour politics and global studies, Suzanne 
Franzway and Mary Margaret Fonow reveal the ways in which women across the world are 
transforming labour unions in the contemporary era. Situating specific case studies within broad 
feminist topics, Franzway and Fonow concentrate on union feminists mobilising at multiple sites, 
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issues of wages and equity, childcare campaigns, work–life balance and queer organising, 
demonstrating how unions around the world are broadening their focuses from contractual details 
to empowerment and family and feminist issues. By connecting the diversity of women's 
experiences around the world both inside and outside the home and highlighting the innovative 
ways women workers attain their common goals, Making feminist politics lays the groundwork 
for recognition of the total individual in the future of feminist politics within global union 
movements. The book, Making Feminist Politics: Transnational Alliances Between Women and 
Labor, with M.M. Fonow, Illinois University Press, 2011 can be ordered online from University 
of Illinois Press. 
 
Recently completed projects 

 Doing sustainability: the utopian imagination of youth on the margins;  
 Sustainable economic futures: women, work, and domestic violence; 
 Social sustainability of emerging environmentally sensitive industries: a case study of 

oyster aquaculture on the South Australian Eyre Peninsula;  
 Pathways or cul-de-sacs: the causes, impact and implications of part-time senior 

secondary study 
 SA elder abuse prevention action plan 
 Riverland socioeconomic study 
 Women's safety in the West End 
 Corporate communication: trust management 
 Gender, workplace culture and change 
 Engineering diversity project 
 ISTAP gender training of senior Indonesian government officials 
 People's attitudes to abusive relationships 

 
International collaborations 
 Collaboration with UNESCO on women worker's social rights  
 Gender and inclusivity in engineering education  
 Gender and space 
 Gender-responsive budgeting and the Canadian Parliament's Standing Committee on the 
Status of Women 
 International VET reform projects  
 United Nations activities and collaborations 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 56 

7. 
 

Teaching Gender and Social Justice at the University of Malaya, Malaysia 
 

Shanthi Thambiah, Maimuna Hamid Merican & Ruhana Padzil 
Gender Studies Program, Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences, University of Malaya 

  

Abstract 

The paper outlines the institutionalization of Gender Studies at the University of Malaya. It also 
discusses how the Gender Studies program is involved in international networking and linkages, 
community activities and policy intervention. The final part of the paper deals with data 
gathered from graduates of the Gender Studies Program and on how doing gender studies 
impacts on their activism. This is done by measuring students’ awareness of discrimination 
against women, general awareness of discrimination against others and their involvement in 
feminist activism and other general social activism. The paper concludes by showing that the 
Gender Studies training facilitate personal, social and intellectual transformation. About half of 
the respondents reported that their level of gender-related social activism has increased since 
studying in the Gender Studies Program. The research findings show that Gender Studies 
increases gender awareness and critical thinking amongst students. Gender Studies has enabled 
them to develop meta-discourses about their experiences which help them to confront 
discriminatory practices that inform their activism.  
 

Introduction: Gender Studies at the University of Malaya 
 
Year 2010 marked the 15th anniversary of the establishment of the Gender Studies Program (here 
forth referred to as GSP) in the University of Malaya.  The Program was officially launched 
during the 1994/1995 academic session, under the Dean’s Office of the Faculty of Arts and 
Social Sciences. It is multi-disciplinary in approach and offers a range of courses from theory to 
methodology dealing with the family, economics, politics, peace and conflict, law and religion. 
Gender Studies as a teaching discipline is a novel idea in Malaysia because it requires academics 
and students to deconstruct and reconstruct traditional discriminatory values (Thambiah, 2000). 
 
The program nurtures students to be sensitive towards gender issues to generate new insights and 
understanding on all aspects of social, economic and political life. With this exposure, students 
are able to provide positive perspectives on gender-related issues.  Besides undergraduate 
courses, the program provides supervision for post-graduate students and a platform for 
academic discourse on gender by organizing forums, seminars, workshops, and conferences 
(Thambiah, 2000). 
 
The responsibility of preparing the course-outline package was given to a few senior faculty 
members under the leadership of the then Coordinator of Gender Studies, Prof. Nik Safiah 
Karim. Two senior faculty members, Dr. Rokiah Talib and Dr. Susan Oorjitham, went on a fact-
finding mission to several Canadian universities which assisted in the development of the 
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curriculum of the GSP. This venture was sponsored and supported by the Canadian Co-operative 
and Support Office (CIDA) (Thambiah, 2004). 
 
The GSP’s objective is to train gender-sensitive students who can apply their training when they 
enter the job market. Students will be able to benefit from the wide exposure of course offerings 
in various academic disciplines and are expected to have more critically informed perspectives 
on gender relations and gender roles in society and culture. The GSP encourages students to take 
a minor (33 credits) in Gender Studies. The GSP courses are also offered as electives for students 
from the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences as well as for students from other faculties. Given 
their training, they are expected to be more sensitive and have a more progressive perspective on 
issues related to gender (Thambiah, 2004).  
 
It is important to emphasize here that GSP at the University of Malaya has addressed many and 
interrelated issues on gender in development at the national and international levels, especially in 
courses such as Gender and Development; Gender and Citizenship; Gender, Conflict and Peace; 
Gender and Law; Gender and Politics, etc. Thus, the GSP of the University of Malaya is the only 
institution in the country that offers an undergraduate teaching program for a minor in Gender 
Studies. Other universities in Malaysia, such as University of Science Malaysia, University Putra 
Malaysia and the National University of Malaysia, have Women’s Studies Programs which 
engages in research with minimal teaching (Resurreccion, 2004).   
 
Networking, Linkages, and Policy Interventions  
 
International and Professional Organizations 
 
The GSP networks with both local and international organizations that are tapped regularly for 
support. The local ones are from other local universities, HAWA (The Women’s Affairs 
Department formerly under the Ministry of National Unity and Social Development and later 
under the Prime Minister’s Department, and more recently the Ministry of Women, Family and 
Community Development) and local women’s and other NGOs. The international organizations 
that have supported the GSP are the Canadian Co-operative and Support Office (CIDA), The 
Asia-Pacific Gender and Development Center (APDC) and the Committee for International Co-
operation in Higher Education (CICHE) under the British Council.  The GSP also networks with 
the Women Living under Muslim Laws (WLUML), ASEAN Gender Studies Network, United 
Nations Development Program (UNDP), and Friedrich Ebert Stiftung (FES). The local networks 
are the Joint-Action Group for Gender Equality (JAG), Bar Council, Centre for Poverty and 
Development Studies, Health Research Unit, Faculty of Medicine, University of Malaya 
(HERDU), National Network for Gender/Women’s Studies (SAMA). 
 
Community Activities 
 
GSP provides training, seminars, workshops; it is involved in drafting memorandums, 
conducting gender analysis of national policies for the community and writing pre-budget 
dialogue session memorandums for non-governmental organizations. GSP has been invited to 
conduct training for the National Council of Women’s Organizations (NCWO), Women’s Aid 
Organization (WAO), Empower, Women’s Development Collective (WDC), National Youth 
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Consultation (Bar Council and Youth for Change), the National Institute of Public 
Administration which is the training arm of the Public Service Department (INTAN) and for the 
NAM Institute for the Empowerment of Women (NIEW) under the Ministry of Women, Family 
and Community Development. There is a continuous need for gender training in the community 
and GSP is committed by engaging with the community and the state at every level. 
 
Fiesta Feminista  
 
A well-received, vibrant conference organized by the Joint-Action Group for Gender Equality 
(JAG) and GSP in 2007. This conference provided a platform for academics, students and 
activists to discuss issues ranging from patriarchy, human rights, development, neo-liberal 
globalization, fundamentalisms, democracy and ethnocentrisms/xenophobia/racism. It was able 
to draw a large number of young volunteers and participants from various sectors of the 
Malaysian society.  
 
Student Activities 
 
Gender Studies Club (GSC) is an initiative of students of GSP within the University of Malaya. 
The objective of this informal club is to build linkages, develop solidarity and a sense of 
community within the campus to discuss and exchange ideas pertaining to gender equality. The 
club organizes Faculty “Hop”, i.e. visits to other faculties to promote and share the gender 
perspective. GSC also organizes visits, get-togethers, fundraising and community work. 
 
Policy Intervention  
 
The Gender Studies Program at the University of Malaya does address national and regional 
women/gender in development issues in the curriculum especially in courses such as Gender and 
Development, Gender Issues in Non-governmental Organizations, Gender and Citizenship and 
Gender and the Law. The program also contributes a course (Gender and Public Policy) towards 
the Masters in Public Policy Program offered by the Institute of Public Policy, University of 
Malaya and this course addresses national women/gender in development issues. The topics 
covered in the other courses encourage critical reflection on gender issues across a wide range of 
key aspects of our society, culture and everyday life.  
 
For the last five years, we have seen an increase in the interaction between the academic 
community, government and non-governmental organizations through consultations, seminars, 
workshops and student placements. The Gender Studies Program sits in three technical working 
committees. The Gender Studies Program is a member of the Technical Working Group for the 
project “Towards Achieving at Least 30 percent Participation of Women at Decision Making 
Levels in Malaysia” (Ministry of Women, Family and Community Development and UNDP, 
August 2007 to November 2008), member of the Technical Working Committee of the NAM 
Institute for the Empowerment of Women, Ministry of Women, Family and Community 
Development and member of the Technical and Steering Committee of the National Action Plan 
to Empower Single Mothers (Ministry of Women, Family and Community Development and 
UNDP, 2008-2009). 
 



 59 

Besides that, it has also participated in the Expert Group Committee formed by the National 
Institute of Public Administration. This committee looks into preparing, coordinating and 
teaching courses designed by them for the training of members of the civil service and others in 
the gender perspective. The committee has developed two courses, one on “Managing Gender 
Issues in Economic Development” for international participants and “Gender Perspectives in 
Development Planning and Management” for national participants.  
 
Academic staffs of the program were also involved in the preparation of the draft document for 
the government report on the Convention of the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW). The Gender Studies Program has also been involved in the writing 
of the Pre-Budget Dialogue Session Memorandum for the National Council of Women’s 
Organizations (NCWO) that represented the women’s non-governmental organizations in the 
Pre-Budget Dialogue with the government. In addition, the Gender Studies Program was also 
involved in the writing of the CEDAW shadow report (article 11 and 13) and has been invited by 
NCWO to be in the civil society committee working on the next CEDAW shadow report. 
NCWO also commissioned the Gender Studies Program to write a memorandum on Extending 
Maternity Leave from 60 days to 84 days in July 2007, which was successfully implemented in 
the public sector.  In 2010 the Gender Studies Program was involved in the writing of the 
Millennium Development Goal (Goal 3 on Gender Equality and Empowering Women) for the 
UNDP and the Economic Planning Unit, Government of Malaysia.   
 
The GSP has also been involved in gender mainstreaming initiatives in the government. It was 
appointed as a consultant to write a paper on issues and strategies to gender-mainstream 
employment/human resource development, which was to inform the Five Year Economic 
Planning of Malaysia (Ninth Malaysia Plan) with approaches and recommendation for gender 
mainstreaming. More recently (2011), GSP has been invited to train the gender focal points of 24 
ministries in the government as part of the government policy on gender mainstreaming in the 
Government Transformation Program (GTP).  
 
Doing Gender Studies and the Importance of Activism in the Curriculum 
 
In the wake of globalization, identity politics, fundamentalism, and new forms of patriarchy, 
GSP ensures that courses instill feminist values and perspectives by recognizing that there are 
inequalities and power relations that need to be addressed, discussed and improved for a just and 
equal society. There are some who question the effort to institute Gender Studies and hold it as 
politically ineffective for reaching the goals shared by feminists (Gubar, 1998). This opinion is 
opposed by feminist activists from academia who believe that they too contribute by 
disseminating knowledge and creating awareness amongst university students. It is critical to 
conduct this analysis as we strongly believe that Gender Studies training contributes towards 
feminists’ activism through the teaching and learning process.  
 
Wiegman (2002) raises the fear among feminist activists that Women Studies has produced 
many contemporary feminist scholars who are more academic than feminist and who are more 
bureaucratic, hierarchical, and careerist than ever before. Nonetheless, she defends the 
significance of Women Studies as an important part of the humanities and not merely the domain 
of a certain kind of anti-patriarchal theoretical obsession. She further adds that Women Studies’ 
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methodological emphasis lies within the ‘live subject’ as the proper object of study and the agent 
for reviving social justice goals. Meanwhile, Newman (2002) emphasizes in her article Women 
Studies’ programs’ anxiety over institutionalization when the transformation of the university is 
negotiated in its relation to the nation-state. Therefore, the function of a university will no longer 
be for the deployment of knowledge production and social change but will serve as one of the 
agents of the nation-state.  Newman further emphasized that the Women Studies presentism 
produces a curriculum that registers the value of all knowledge according to its usability for the 
present as defined by our understanding of the needs of present politics. 27 
 
Messer-Davidow (2002) in her book “Disciplining Feminism: From Social Activism to 
Academic Discourse”, centers her argument around a key question about the development of the 
field of Women’s Studies in institutions: “How did it happen that a bold venture launched thirty 
years ago to transform academic and social institutions was itself transformed by them?”. Her 
position is that Women Studies has become a part of the institutional system largely engaged in 
intellectual scholarship too removed from its activist components. A reorientation is needed to 
reach the goals originally set in the movements of the 1960s and 1970s, and to achieve those 
goals now requires new thinking about strategies, tactics and organization (Messer-Davidow, 
2002). 
 
In “Women and Gender Studies in East African Universities and the Need for a Transformative 
Pedagogy: Issues and Challenges”, Ogachi (2006) explains the increasing significance of gender 
analysis as a critical Social Science methodology, as part of disciplines and as a strategy to 
academic discourse and the culture of institutions. These developments represent a great leap in 
the quest for women’s empowerment and the struggle of feminist scholarship for visibility in 
academic knowledge. 
 
Acker et al. (1991) examines principles of feminist research and discusses attempts to use these 
principles in systematic ways in their own research. Three principles of feminist research have 
been identified; (a) that the research should contribute to women’s liberation through producing 
knowledge that can be used by women themselves, (b) the research should use methods of 
gaining knowledge that are not oppressive and should continually develop a feminist critical 
perspective that questions dominant intellectual traditions and (c) can reflect on its development. 
According to the authors, they consciously apply these principles in researching the relations 
between changes in consciousness and the changes in the structural situations of individuals. 
They raised several methodological issues and encountered various dilemmas. These includes the 
impossibility of creating a research process that completely erases the contradictions in the 
relationships between the researcher and the researched, the difficulties in analyzing change in 
process, the tension between the necessity of organizing the data and producing an analysis 
which reveals the totality of women’s lives, and problems of validity, particularly those raised 
when the research process becomes part of the process of change. 
 

                                                
27 See further Newman (2002) on presentism.  Presentism or philosophy of time believes that only the present exists 
and their future and the past are unreal. Past and future entities are to be construed as logical construction or fiction. 
The philosophy of presentism has been heavily criticized by many academics and feminists for example through the 
works of Robyn Wiegman (2002), Anne Marie Rasmunssen (2000) and Lynn Hunt (2002). 
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Despite the difficulties and obstacles, Malaysian women and men have made their contributions 
in starting research projects, dialogues, initiatives and teaching by mobilizing their internal 
capabilities and by taking advantage of the opportunities provided by both international and 
national agencies.  Therefore, academics both women and men, need to continue to struggle to 
incorporate feminism and the gender perspective into mainstream courses. 
 
Thus through our experiences in teaching Gender Studies we would like to share the voices of 
our students who were engaged in learning and knowledge production through the courses 
offered by the Gender Studies Program in the University of Malaya. All feedback and the survey 
conducted with our students on the subject matter serve as testimonies that Gender Studies does 
indeed ignite personal and knowledge transformation and have an impact on the way the students 
think, analyze critically and handle discriminatory practices and engage in activism.  
 
Besides examining the impact of Gender Studies on our undergraduate students’ lives, the other 
dimension to the paper is also to obtain feminist critiques about the significance of Gender 
Studies as an academic entity, feminism as a social movement, about the role of academicians 
from the vantage point of feminist activists who often view feminism’s incorporation into the 
university as a betrayal of community and academic professionalization as a depletion of 
political energy from arenas of greater social concern (Wiegman, 2002). It is our hope and belief 
that this initial research will reveal that academics who are aware of the importance of gender-
centered studies will not merely be concerned with theory but will facilitate students’ agency so 
as to shape a just and equal society free from any discrimination particularly discrimination 
against women. Therefore, Gender Studies training also contributes towards feminist activism 
through the teaching and learning process. We also believe that universities must become 
directly engaged with civil society and government in finding and applying solutions to pressing 
social needs (Wiegman, 2002). This is in line with one of the objectives of Gender Studies 
training which states that gender studies training and learning cannot be detached from social 
needs. According to Boothroyd and Fryer (2004), the misconceptions that students should simply 
absorb knowledge generated and imparted by professors, and then wait until they graduate before 
applying it, reflects an incomplete conception of personal and social learning processes. 
 
It has been highlighted in the same literature that pedagogy, discovery, and access to higher 
education are all enhanced when universities and their members become directly involved with 
social problem solving, especially when the involvement is made an integral component of 
teaching and research rather than being relegated to the academic side-lines (Boothroyd and 
Fryer, 2004).   
 
Previous studies found a connection between gender studies and feminist identity, feminist 
attitudes and feminist politics (Jackson, 2000; Macalister, 1999). Gender studies students usually 
identify themselves as feminist, and value the politicized and feminist nature of women's studies as 
a subject (Jackson, 2000).  For example, Griffin and Hammer (2005) found that gender studies 
impacted the students’ gender awareness; enhanced their feminist identity; enhanced resistance 
toward intolerance as expressed in sexism and discrimination; generated a goal to dismantle 
patriarchy, inequality and discrimination; and led to a perception of political feminism as a lived 
philosophy. Similarly, Bargad and Hyde (1991) found that gender studies students increased their 
feminist identity. 
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In the following section we will present data from a survey we conducted amongst our students.  
 
Method and Sample 
 
A quantitative assessment was made by constructing a questionnaire that was administered to all 
graduates of the Gender Studies Program, Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences, University of 
Malaya.   The questionnaire was administered to all the graduates of the Gender Studies Program, 
Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences, University of Malaya that we could locate from the academic 
sessions 1996/97 to 2006/07. The sample consisted of 43 graduates who graduated between the 
academic sessions of 1999/00 to 2006/07.   
 
A total of 97 percent of the respondents were female (N = 41), and 3 percent were males (N=2). 
Their age range was 20-40 years with a mean age of 26 years. A total of 37.2% of the respondents 
were between the ages of 20-25 years; 55.8 percent were between the ages of 26-30 years; 4.7 
percent were between the ages of 36-40; and 2.3 percent were between the ages of 31-35 years. 
The enrolment trend of male students in Gender Studies Program from the year 1996/97 to 
2006/07 has always been small with an average of five male students per year. Therefore, the total 
number of two male respondents is representative and reflects the enrolment trend of male students 
in Gender Studies Program.  
 
In terms of ethnicity, 20 percent of the respondents were Malay, 62.9 percent Chinese, 8.6 percent 
Indian and 8.6 percent Pribumi (indigenous communities). It was also reported that 86 percent of 
the respondents were single while 14 percent were married. Also, only 2 respondents reported to 
have a child.  
 
The sample was recruited from the 14 states in Malaysia. The state of Selangor had the highest 
respondents (23.8 percent), followed by Johor (11.9 percent), then Kuala Lumpur (9.5 percent). 
This represents a more urban population as a whole. The distribution of respondents throughout 
Peninsular Malaysia and East Malaysia are illustrated in Figure 1.0 (Northern: 9.8 percent, 
Central: 41.5 percent, Southern: 20.5 percent, East Coast: 14.6 percent, and East Malaysia: 12.2 
percent) 
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The majority of the graduates who responded to the questionnaire were enrolled in the year 
2004/05 (23.3 percent), followed by the year 1999/00 and year 2002/03 (18.6 percent 
respectively), as shown in Table 1. And as shown in Table 2, the majority of respondents 
graduated in 2003/04 and 2005/06 (23.3 percent respectively), followed by the year 2004/05 
(18.6 percent).  
 
 

Table 1. Respondents’ year of enrolment 

Year of enrolment Frequency Percent 

1997/98 1 2.3 

1998/99 2 4.7 

1999/00 8 18.6 

2000/01 2 4.7 

2001/02 7 16.3 

2002/03 8 18.6 

2003/04 5 11.6 

2004/05 10 23.3 

Total 43 100.0 

 

Table 2. Respondents’ year of graduation 

Year of graduation Frequency Percent 

1999/00 1 2.3 

2000/01 2 4.7 

2001/02 3 7.0 

2002/03 4 9.3 

2003/04 10 23.3 

2004/05 8 18.6 

2005/06 10 23.3 

2006/07 5 11.6 

Total 43 100.0 
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In terms of respondents’ major & minors, majority of respondents (50 percent) majored in 
Media, Languages or Literature while 100 percent of respondents minored in Gender Studies.  
 
Scales 
 
In constructing the questionnaire, we considered several criteria: 
(1) Our search for existing scales was guided by the degree to which the scales were relevant to the 
Gender Studies Program and culturally appropriate for use in Malaysia;  
(2) We drew upon several valid and reliable scales that have been used internationally to facilitate 
international comparisons;  
(3) Potential scales were assessed to insure that they addressed a wide range of issues relevant to 
the Gender Studies Program; and  
(4) The final questionnaire was then evaluated in terms of its scope and ease of administration.  
 
The instruments employed for this study are listed as they apply to the study’s objectives, as 
follows: 
 
i) Awareness of Discrimination against Women Scale (i.e. sexism)  
 
Awareness of Discrimination against Women was adapted by Stake and Hoffman (2001) from the 
Social Order Scale (Worell and Worell, 1977).  The 6-item measure consists of 4 positive and 2 
negative statements on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 
agree).   A sample positive item, “Women have more to gain than to lose by asking for complete 
equality.”  A sample negative item, “Most women have only themselves to blame for not doing 
better in life”.  Alpha coefficients of internal consistency at pre-testing, post-testing, and follow-up 
were .73, .70, and .71, respectively (Stake and Hoffman, 2001). 
 
ii) General Awareness of Discrimination against Others Scale.  
 
The General Awareness of Discrimination against Others Scale was adapted by Stake and 
Hoffman (2001) from the Equal Opportunities / Rights Scale (Miller, et al., 1993).  The 6-item 
measure consists of 4 positive and 2 negative statements on a 5-pont Likert scale ranging from 1 
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).   A sample positive item, “We would have fewer 
problems in this country if all people were treated more fairly.”  A sample negative item, “We 
have gone too far in pushing equal rights”.  Alpha coefficients of internal consistency at pre-
testing, post-testing, and follow-up were .76, .75, and .77, respectively (Stake and Hoffman, 2001). 
 
To examine whether graduates of the Gender Studies Program are positioned to transform society 
and/or believe in the importance of their active contribution to transforming society, we included 
two sub-scales: one addressing feminist activism and one addressing activism on behalf of such 
populations as Orang Asli (indigenous people), people with disabilities, the elderly, refugees, 
migrant workers, people facing health and sexuality challenges, and the poor. 
iii. Feminist Activism Scale 
 
The 3-item Feminist Activism Scale, designed by Stake et al., (1994) addresses involvement in 
women’s rights activism.  The Feminist Activism Scale captures a range of activist behaviors 
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which attempts to operationalize activism on behalf of women’s rights.  Respondents rate how 
often they engaged in each of the following behaviors: (a) kept informed about women’s rights 
issues; (b) talked with others to influence their attitudes about women’s rights issues; and (c) 
contributed time to women’s rights cause (e.g., attended a meeting about women’s rights issues, 
circulated a petition related to women’s rights, attended a rally related to women’s rights.  The 5-
point rating scale ranges from 1 (never); 2 (once or twice); 3 (three or four times); and 5 (on a 
regular basis).  Alpha coefficients of internal consistency at pre-testing, post-testing, and follow-up 
were .88, .88, and .89, respectively (Stake and Hoffman, 2001). 
 
iv. General Social Activism Scale 
 
The 3-item General Social Activism Scale, designed by Stake and Rose parallels the Feminist 
Activism Scale (Stake et al., 1994).  The General Social Activism Scale addresses activism on 
behalf of the rights of marginalized groups (e.g., people with disabilities, immigrants, and the 
elderly). The General Social Activism Scale captures a range of activist behaviors which attempts 
to operationalize activism on behalf of marginalized groups.  Respondents rate how often they 
engaged in each of the following behaviors: (a) kept informed about the rights of marginalized 
groups; (b) talked with others to influence their attitudes about the rights of marginalized groups; 
and (c) contributed time to the marginalized groups cause (e.g., attended a meeting about 
marginalized groups issues, circulated a petition related to the rights of marginalized groups, 
attended a rally related to the rights of marginalized groups.  The 5-point rating scale ranges from 
1 (never); 2 (once or twice); 3 (three or four times); and 5 (on a regular basis).  Alpha coefficients 
of internal consistency were .90 at pre-testing, post-testing, and follow-up (Stake and Hoffman, 
2001). 
 
Procedure 
 
The first task was to identify the total number of minor graduates of Gender Studies Program from 
1996/97 – 2006/07. The data were derived from the database provided by the Dean’s Office of 
Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences. Some of the information provided by the Dean’s Office was 
out-dated and incomplete which made it difficult to contact and communicate with the graduates. 
There were instances where the contact numbers given were those of the parents of the graduates. 
Therefore they were reluctant to divulge the contact details of the graduates. However, after 
explaining to them the purpose and objective of the research, a few of them agreed to cooperate 
and provided the contact details of the graduates.  
 
There were several steps taken in completing the final questionnaire. Based on correspondences 
and discussions with co-researchers, we decided to use numerous scales and criteria to initiate the 
research. The criteria chosen for the research was guided by the degree to which the scales are 
relevant to Gender Studies Program and to what extent the scales were culturally appropriate and 
fit for use in Malaysia. We drew upon several valid and reliable scales that have been used 
internationally. This will allow us to compare our findings with those of other international studies; 
potential scales were assessed to ensure that they addressed a wide range of issues relevant to the 
Gender Studies Program. The scales that have been agreed for final questionnaire were awareness 
of discrimination against women scale (Stake and Hoffman, 2001), general awareness of 
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discrimination against others scale (Stake and Hoffman, 2001), change in feminist activism (Stake 
and Hoffman, 2001), and general social activism scale (Stake, et al, 1994).  
 
Findings 
 
The findings show that participation in the Gender Studies Program had a major positive impact on 
the students.  Below, the findings are presented in relation to the study’s objectives. 
 
To evaluate the impact of the Gender Studies Program on the graduates’ awareness of 
discrimination, we focused on two types of awareness of discrimination which presumably impact 
all types of relationships:  awareness of discrimination against women, and awareness of 
discrimination against others. Respondents scored slightly above neutral point for the Awareness 
of Discrimination against Women Scale (mean = 20.09, standard deviation = 2.44, total score = 
30). On the General Awareness of Discrimination against Others Scale which consisted of 6 items, 
respondents also scored slightly above neutral point (mean = 22.33, standard deviation = 2.13). 
(Refer to Table 3.)  In summary, findings suggest that respondents were generally non 
discriminative against women or others as a whole. It is difficult to infer whether this is a result of 
pursuing Gender Studies unless its compared to a control group, nonetheless, findings reveals a 
low level of discrimination amongst graduates of Gender Studies. 
 

Table 3. Awareness of Discrimination Scales 

 
N Minimum Maximum Mean 

Std. 
Deviation 

Awareness of Discrimination 
Against Women  43 12.00 25.00 20.09 2.44 

Valid N (listwise) 43     

 

 
N Minimum Maximum Mean 

Std. 
Deviation 

Awareness of Discrimination 
Against Others  43 18.00 26.00 22.33 2.13 

Valid N (listwise) 43 
    

 
 
Impact of the Gender Studies on Graduates’ Gender and Social Activism 

To evaluate the impact of the Gender Studies Program on the extent the graduates contribute to 
social transformation and activism, we examined three variables relating to social activism: 
feminist/ gender-related social activism; and general social activism (Refer to Table 4). Gender-
related social activism as measured by items 54-56 in the questionnaire revealed that respondents’ 
involvement in such activities were minimal with a mean score of 6.47 (standard deviation = 2.73). 
Findings from the General Social Activism Scale also yield similar results, showing only a mean 
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score of 6.23 (standard deviation = 2.80), which is also only slightly above neutral point.  But 
when asked whether pursuing Gender Studies has increased their involvement in activism, 52.4 
percent answered “Yes” while 47.6 percent answered “No”(Figure 1.2).   
 
In summary, findings suggest that doing Gender Studies has had an impact on respondents’ 
involvement in activism. (See figure 1.1.) 
 
 
 

Table 4. Feminist Activism Scale & General Social Activism Scale 
 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Feminist Activism  43 3.00 12.00 6.47 2.73 

General Social 
Activism 43 3.00 12.00 6.23 2.80 

Valid N (listwise) 43     

 

 

 

Conclusion 
 
The analysis suggests that Gender Studies training facilitates personal, social and intellectual 
transformation. About half of the respondents reported that their level of gender-related social 
activism has increased since studying in the Gender Studies Program. It enables the students to 
renew relationships and to articulate the inequalities they experience. The research findings show 
that Gender Studies increases gender awareness and critical thinking. Many students enroll in 
Gender Studies because its content reflects their personal experiences and concerns. They then find 
Gender Studies as enabling them to develop meta-discourses about their experiences which help 
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them to confront discriminatory practices. The research reveals that the teaching and learning 
process within the Gender Studies raises the intellectual tone of the society, conscientizing the 
public about gender discrimination and most importantly providing, a platform to voice out 
experiences and thoughts in different ways.  
 
We believe through our explication that academia and feminist activisms are worlds that are not 
separated but are interweaved and interrelated. This learning and transformation is a force that will 
challenge patriarchy, fundamentalism, racism and neo-liberal globalization. Cultural factors, 
religious values and norms are always seen as conflicting with Gender Studies instead of working 
with the program to encourage and foster a just society. Finally, one cannot avoid the whole notion 
of ‘culture of fear’ embedded within us which discourages open engagement with and discourses 
on gender which will touch upon ‘sensitive’ issues. It is our hope that the training and learning 
process provided by the Gender Studies Program facilitate social engagement and critical thinking 
in higher education in spite of many odds.   
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8.  
 

Institutionalizing Feminist Knowledge and the Emergence of 
‘Asian’ Women’s Studies in South Korea 

 

Eun-Shil Kim 
Ewha Woman’s University, South Korea 

 

Introduction 
 
With the first undergraduate level women's studies course started in 1977 in Ewha Womans 
University, it has been more than 30 years since women's studies has been taught in universities 
and feminist research carried out in Korea. And the circumstances and frames of women's studies 
have been constantly changing. This paper seeks to explore the epistemic interface of Korean 
Women's Studies with respect to the West where it had its origin and ‘Asia’ as a newly rising 
context for feminist knowledge production in South Korea.  
 
Women's studies, after being introduced and received in Korea within western theoretical 
frameworks, of the modernization model and an internationalist perspective centered around the 
UN as its standard reference, has worked on creating agendas for women's status, role and 
development. At the same time, it has continuously questioned what kinds of beings women 
should be in Korean society. This question corresponds with the dispute regarding "Is Women's 
Studies Korean or Western?" While called upon to function as critical discourse and a new 
world-view to criticize and deconstruct patriarchal traits and male-centrism in Korean society, 
women's studies is caught in a trap between nationalism and modernization, which sees Korean 
women as a subject for modernizing in Korea. This has also been tied with the question of 
whether women's studies should illuminate and construct Korean society within the 
world/western-centric order of universality or justify the particularity of Korea. Such were the 
questions on the agenda pertaining to the universality and particularity of Korean Women's 
Studies since its beginning and through the early 1990s.  
 
Subsequently, Korean intellectual communities became critical of the discourses regarding the 
modern/West;, the perspectives of feminist scholars about the world and Korean society began to 
change as globalization and the glo/cal era emerged. From 2000 onwards, multilateral exchanges 
of knowledge and information have grown and many channels opened up to feminist scholars to 
access a variety of knowledge and information and form diverse networks of interaction. 
Opportunities emerged as well for experiencing the limitations of knowledge based on western-
centrism built around the nation-state order and regionalization. This provided momentum to 
Korean feminist scholars to criticize and reflect on feminist knowledge produced in Korea and to 
expand its base for comparison and contemplation. The data for this paper came from my own 
and my colleagues’ experience of building the women’s studies community at Ewha Womans 
University and of teaching and researching women’s studies over 15 years in South Korea.  
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Development of Women's Studies in Korea and its Epistemic Framework: "Universality 
and Particularity of Women's Studies in Korea"(1984-1994) 
 
There are many ways of explaining the development of women's studies in Korea (Cho, 2000; 
Kim and Lee, 2006; Chang 2008). But I believe that the International Women's Year (1975), 
declared by the UN and the 1995 World Conference on Women in Beijing, comprised important 
benchmarks for the institutionalization of women's studies in Korea. For example, a women's 
research institute and a women's studies course was set up in Ewha Womans University in 1977. 
Also, with the gender mainstreaming policy adopted by the central government in the late 1990s, 
the founding of a Ministry of Gender Equality, the implementation of active measures for 
women's employment and promotion, legislation of various women-related laws and the 
advancement of feminist agendas by government organs were important factors that contributed 
to the status and authority that women's studies would come to have in Korean society. This 
historical background enables us to understand the scenario and the kinds of political 
possibilities and limitations before the feminist epistemic framework, which relates to US-
centered international feminism and the pursuit of modernization/development of nation-state. 
 
Women's studies began in Korea as a multidisciplinary course undertaken through team teaching 
at the undergraduate level in Ewha Womans University in 1977. At the time, a strong economic 
modernization project was underway in Korea and an oppressive and authoritative political 
system was subjugating all areas of society under the economic development program. In 1982, a 
graduate program in women's studies was established in Ewha for the first time in the country 
and in 1984, the Korean Association of Women's Studies was launched. Once it entered the 
sphere of the university, women's studies began to contest, negotiate and combine with the 
knowledge and resources of existing disciplines and came to be identified as a new academic 
field. In the 1990s, women's studies was taught in most Korean universities as a liberal arts 
course. Masters programs in women's studies were set up in a number of universities and a PhD 
program was begun in Ewha Womans University, making women's studies a new discipline and 
much more visible. Currently, several universities have PhD programs in women's studies. 
 
From the moment it was introduced into the university in teaching and research, women's studies 
was criticized as a conceptual and theoretical tool based on western experiences, made for 
explaining western society. Consequently, women's studies was under constant pressure to 
answer questions on the particularity of Korea. The underlying social ethos of the 1970s and the 
1980s in Korea was characterized by defiant nationalism, accompanied by the democratization 
movement against the military dictatorship. Given the pervasive sentiments of the social 
democratization groups, women's studies also aimed at social change and so could not shake off 
the burden of Korean particularity. Scholars of non-western societies who began women's studies 
following the influence of the UN’s International Women's Year in 1975 carry this kind of 
burden or constraint when representing their research in their own society as well as in the West.  
 
The launching of the Korean Association of Women's Studies and the publication of the journal, 
<Korean Women's Studies> in the 1980s created a space for intensive discussions on the identity 
of feminist knowledge produced in Korea and women's studies as a politics of knowledge, 
distinct from the existing knowledge system. The initial focus of women's studies in Korea was 
to introduce feminist perspectives begun in the West to the academic world and to expand them. 
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Feminist knowledge in Korea was thus sought via an interdisciplinary approach, introducing 
general theories on patriarchy and carrying out empirical research on women's subordination. In 
the 1980s, women's studies in Korea laid emphasis on introducing and spreading feminist 
perspectives throughout academia. In line with this, general theories of patriarchy, as well as 
various signification systems such as Confucianism and Buddhism, were seen to underlie 
patriarchy in Korean society. As more and more women scholars with feminist understanding 
entered the academy in the eighties, concrete and empirical feminist research in diverse fields 
was activated. 
 
The Graduate Department of Women's Studies in Ewha Womans University implemented the 
first women's studies curriculum and established a framework for feminist knowledge in Korea. 
The curriculum was divided into three major fields of study: Sexuality, Labor and Family. 
Women's studies knowledge in Korea was partitioned and accumulated within this conceptual 
framework. The field of sexuality was critically problematized and made an issue on the social, 
political and cultural agenda by graduates of the women's studies program in Ewha. This 
characterized and defined a direction in the feminist movement and research in Korea in the 
1990s. It highlighted issues of the double sexual standard, sexual violence, military sexual 
slavery, sexual harassment, pornography and prostitution for the social policy agenda and 
achieved legislation pertaining to some of these concerns.  
 
In the sphere of labor, persistent research efforts were made to tackle the most urgent tasks -- 
Equal Employment Law, protection of motherhood, equal pay for equal labor, measures for 
hourly labor and marginalization of female labor -- as well as seeking a philosophical approach 
to labor and reconstructing feminist notions of work (Cho, 2001). Here, the way in which the 
meaning of work has been constructed in the Korean modernization process was dealt with and 
questions on the relationship between labor and women's citizenship were raised (Kim, 2000). In 
the early- up to the mid-nineties women's issues in diverse areas, including cultural 
representation and the relationships of women's studies to women's movement and women’s 
policy, began to emerge as tasks for Korean feminism to undertake.   
 
Until the mid-nineties, women were seen as victims of patriarchal control in studies on women. 
But soon, voices of women who were not fully incorporated within the control mechanisms of 
the system began to be heard. Discussions on sexual politics started growing in universities in 
1995 and questions were raised on minority sexualities, women’s sexual pleasure and censorship 
of pornography as part of the politics of sex, and challenged the feminist politics of defining 
women as a category (Kim, 1998).  
 
Within the framework of feminism for universal and ideal feminist research in Korea addressed 
questions of particularity and universality of Korea through the seventies, eighties and nineties. 
Here, particularity refers to the norms, experiences and value/meaning system that make 
traditional Korean society truly ‘Korean’ and, in particular, different from the so-called modern 
West; universality thus implied that which conforms with theory, in other words, western theory 
or shares in the modern western experience. Facing the criticism that women's studies in Korea 
was imposing and reproducing western perspectives and value systems, many feminist scholars 
began to question what is ‘Korean’ and ‘western,’ and what is ‘traditional’ and ‘modern.’ Being 
very aware of the politics of such criticism, many feminists thought over these issues and 
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considered that the positive values of Korean society might be transformed into universal 
principles for all people. This was the situation of the mid-1990s that demanded so-called 
'Korean' theories, which were expected to explain Korean circumstances via the rationale of 
overcoming coloniality and western modernity.  
 
Gaining visibility in academia and society in general did not necessarily mean that women's 
studies would establish an identity as a discipline or be readily accepted into the existing 
knowledge system. But the institutionalization of women's studies as a discipline and the 
creating and naming by feminist activists of concepts such as violence against women and sexual 
harassment, scholars achieved the effect of causing discomfort for existing disciplines and 
destabilizing the existing order. Nevertheless, the usefulness and acceptability of that knowledge 
within Korean society was to linger on, doubting the identity of women's studies in Korea. It was 
in this context that I posed the question in 1994: "What is 'Korean' feminist inquiry and how 
should it be raised?" While doing so, I also discussed the conflicts, differences and contestations 
between feminism and nationalism, criticizing the nationalist framework within which feminist 
knowledge and questions in Korea were defined and formed. So, I requested feminist 
intellectuals to politicize the feminist discourse and to call in those women subjects who were 
excluded and had been disembodied by the Korean nationalist discourse (Kim 1994). Needless to 
say, my argument met with strong resistance from many feminists at the time, who claimed the 
national subject as the primary bearer of inequality and contradictions in Korea rather than 
women. They criticized me as an internationalist with no regard for Korea's reality and a 
follower of western feminist logic.  
 
Encountering the dichotomy of us/Korean/nationalism versus feminist/western/ internationalist, 
feminists were very keenly aware of a need for a third reference point from which to reflect upon 
or look at the subject position of women in relation to the nation-state. In response to this desire 
for a new reference community, 'Asia' would soon come into focus.   
 
Institutionalization of Women's Studies and the professionalization of “gender” in Korea 

(1995-2004)  
 
In the 1980s, the only instance of women's studies existing as a department or program in Korea 
was in Ewha Womans University. But, by the 1990s, more precisely after 1995, there were 12 
Masters programs and four PhD programs in women's studies across the country. Also, many 
universities set up interdisciplinary women's studies programs at the undergraduate level. And, 
there were a variety of other social institutions providing women's studies knowledge. During the 
period of 1995-2004, the most important issues were to define and establish the academic 
identity of women's studies and how to apply it to real life. That is why Theory and Policy were 
added to Sexuality, Family and Labor as new areas in women’s studies curriculum in Ewha. The 
main theoretical and epistemological questions in this period were how to differentiate Korean 
women’s studies from women's studies in the West; how to integrate women’s studies with the 
government's gender mainstreaming policy and the women's movement; and how to resolve 
women’s problems in reality.  
 
After the World Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995, the Korean government began to 
include women's issues in its agenda, work these into the budget and employ personnel to 
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implement them, all under the banner of gender mainstreaming. Accordingly, the central 
government, local governments and many related organizations began to recruit specialists in 
women's studies or women related fields. At the same time, a series of government 
commissioned research projects on women's policy started to appear. Such gender 
mainstreaming undertaken by the government led not only to an increase in women's studies 
programs, but also the adoption of Women's Policy as a major subject in the curriculum (Kim 
2008). In addition, the Kim Daejung government (1998-2003) undertook “gender 
mainstreaming” as an important item on the agenda of its regime and considered the 
development of women’s status as an indicator of social development. The creation of a social 
space accommodating graduates from women's studies through the ‘gender mainstreaming 
policy’ was the direct impetus for universities to set up more programs in the field. Ironically, 
establishing these was considered ‘good business.’ This also created a contest between women's 
studies and existing disciplinary fields such as social welfare, law, administration and 
psychological counseling. 
 
It was during this period that faculty evaluations and promotional decisions came to be based on 
the amount of research results and procured research funds, while the evaluation of academic 
journals was conducted according to the classification of disciplines by the Korea Research 
Foundation. When the Korean Association of Women's Studies registered women's studies as an 
independent discipline under the classification of the Korea Research Foundation in 1999, it was 
officially placed within the category of academic disciplines and finally attained 
institutionalization.  
 
Women's studies met with positive response in the Korean universities, starting from the 1990s 
into the 2000s, both at popular and ideological levels. But, faced with the financial crisis, or the 
so-called ‘IMF crisis’ in the late 1990s and difficulties in finding employment, women became 
more conscious of the job market and turned away from the politics for a new society, choosing 
fields of study geared toward employment and acquiring professional knowledge as the surest 
ways to become independent individuals in the neo-liberal global market. It is at this point that 
‘Asia’ made its appearance as a new reference or point of view as opposed to the West. This had 
two aspects: one was the product of pride in the cultural particularity of Asian values derived 
from the association of the unique characteristics of East Asian capitalist development. This was 
a sort of counter-discourse to western modernity, but taking the form of capitalist power 
gathering, based on local solidarity and it also signified a resurgence in the pride of fathers who 
had been humiliated by the West (Kim, 2001). The other aspect was the rise of Asia as a new 
unit of groups, but not as nation-states. Asia functioned as a network of solidarity and mutual 
referencing for victims of violence by the state during the Cold War, groups fighting for the issue 
of military sexual slavery where governments avoided involvement and women's studies scholars 
carrying out exchange projects (Kim, 2005).  
 
Thus, women's studies, which had swayed back and forth between the universality and 
particularity of 'Korean' women's studies, discovered ‘Asia’ as a new international environment 
and reference group. The exchange and joint development of women's studies curriculum by 
feminist scholars from eight Asian countries, led by the Asian Center for Women's Studies in 
Ewha since 1997 had culminated in the publication of country textbooks on women’s studies in 
2005. This may be considered as one beginning for interactions and communications between 
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feminisms in the Asian regions, sharing the 'particularities' of Asian states, yet distinct from the 
West/universal. The ninth International Interdisciplinary Congress on Women held in 2005 in 
Korea was largely based on this experience, and intended to open up a space to subvert the 
framework of universality and particularity. 
 
Problematizing Women's Studies in Korea (2005-present)  
 
Following the IMF crisis and overcoming it, Korean society has radically changed into a neo-
liberal market regime in which economic rationality comprises the frame for measuring the value 
of life. Along with neo-liberal policies, the polarization of the rich and the poor was exacerbated. 
In 2005-2006, there was a preposterous increase in the national real estate prices, widening the 
gap between home-owners and tenants. Many feminist activists and young young university and 
college  teachers, so-called ‘young feminists,’ who had created the young feminists' group in 
Korea since the mid-1990s have been attempting to get started on their independent lives. Many 
of them are tenants, and a lot of them are employed in irregular jobs. In 2006, they said, “the 
definition and politics of feminisms that we have advocated for years to be minor and powerless 
in this enormous market capitalism and the competitive world of speed and profit.” For young 
college women who feel that the devil in "The Devil Wears Prada" is more attractive and 
beautiful than young Emily, feminism seems to have lost its place. Women students in their 20s 
say, “We get strength from the shopping mall, by consuming. We are redeemed through a 
brunch, like in 'Sex and the City,' and shopping on the Internet.” In these social circumstances, 
feminist knowledge seems to be seen as dragging young women down to the level of women 
who are worse off, rather than empowering them. In contrast, in the year 2005, many Korean 
feminists experienced a transnational feminist gathering and participated in the multi-centered 
and multicultural feminist discursive community by meeting non-Western feminists and listening 
to non-western voices of feminist politics. In June of 2005, the Women's Worlds (the Ninth 
International Interdisciplinary Congress on Women) was held in Seoul, Korea and 2271 feminist 
scholars, activists and policy makers came from 75 countries. Of these, 1061 were Korean 
participants who had the experience of articulating their own national feminist causes on 
international stage (Final report of ww05, 2006). From this event, Korean feminists and activists 
learnt to be confident in networking, especially with Asian women and being involved in many 
transnational settings.  
 
In 2006-2007, there were several meetings held to discuss the dilemmas and limits of feminist 
knowledge production and feminist politics organized by the Korean Association of Women's 
Studies and Korean Social Forum etc. I made several points related to the boundary of 
knowledge production and practices: (a) the contestation of institutionalization of women’s 
studies in universities and ‘gender’ mainstreaming in government; (b) need to include lesbians, 
women with disabilities and transgenders in women's studies and the lack of epistemology, 
experience and the perspective of Korean women's studies to deal with differences; and (c) 
colonization of Korean women's studies by western women's studies and postcolonial feminist or 
transnational feminist epistemology as an alternative.  
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Institutionalization of feminist knowledge; the contestation of feminist politics; and the 
professionalization of ‘gender’  
 
The most important context for the contestation of feminist politics and the professionalization of 
‘gender’ is the neo-liberal market in which knowledge is becoming a form of capital and the 
government-sponsored gender-mainstreaming policies through which the numerous government 
projects and positions require gender specialists. From this stems the crisis of women's studies 
education, namely that the feminist approach and women's studies knowledge as a perspective is 
valuable, but concrete and professional knowledge cannot be provided by education in feminist 
studies. This kind of criticism comes mainly from government officials with single discipline 
backgrounds or scholars of single disciplines. Further, tensions arise among women's movement 
and activist groups when they see that Korean society pays little attention to their work and 
experience, while giving much more value to a paper presented by a women's studies scholar. In 
Korean society, discussions and criticisms of women's studies and feminist knowledge do not 
take place only in universities and academic conferences; numerous women's groups, women's 
social education institutions, local women's organizations as well as government organs and 
grass-roots groups are in need of the knowledge of women's studies or feminist knowledge. 
Many are in fact running their own women's studies workshop or lecture programs. The focus of 
their programs is on what feminist perspective and knowledge activists should have and these 
programs are sometimes run jointly with women's studies courses in a university such as the 
Feminist Practice Program of Sengkonghue University. It is generally perceived that women's 
studies or feminist knowledge is needed and should be provided wherever women are, in order 
for them to understand their realities and experiences. Therefore, the role of a feminist 
intellectual is in especially high demand when the government adopts progressive policies on 
women.  
 
Public officials in charge of women's affairs and women activists often experience confusion 
regarding the identity of women's studies, the characteristics of feminist knowledge, and the 
question of professionalism regarding 'gender.' They are asking who are more professional, 
women’s studies’ graduates or gender specialized scholars within sociology or social welfare 
etc.? At the institutional level, women’s studies has an identity in the universities, but in its 
relationship with other academic disciplines, that institutionalization is not stable at all. It seems 
that the key point here, as of now, is not whether women's studies is situated in the university 
system but rather what its relationship is with the state apparatus such as Ministry of Gender 
Equality and Family, which is in charge of the government's gender mainstreaming policy and 
budget? Accordingly, the curriculum and knowledge production of women's studies also 
becomes more closely related with policy. The women's studies department in Ewha has been 
institutionalized as a single discipline within the university, but looking closely at the content of 
the courses, it becomes obvious that the institutionalization is merely at the structural level and is 
always shifting.  
 
It is also said that a crisis has been caused by radical individualism brought on by neo-liberalism 
and the consequent view of understanding discrimination in individual terms rather than social 
ones. Then there are also the critiques of the politics of identity based on the victim mentality, a 
change in college culture due to globalization (accountability becoming an important discourse 
in college administration, leading to the less marketable courses being abandoned), and the 
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disappearance of the progressive social atmosphere of the sixties and seventies in which women's 
studies was born. Strategies have been suggested to overcome this state of affairs such as 
changing names from women’s studies to gender studies, combining and restructuring the 
program and placing more emphasis on theory building in order to survive in the university. 
Asia, in contrast, is an entirely different case and attempts are being made yet again for 
institutionalization (Wang, 2005; Du, 2005; Hsieh and Chang 2005; Zhang, 2010). 
 
Politicization of 'Asia' Category within Korean Women's Studies  
 
The emergence of 'Asia' in academic discourses is a recent phenomenon in Korea. In the modern 
academic system, which aspires to the universal, the local has always been used to refer to a 
particularity. And, the term Asia has mainly been used within a political discourse or signified as 
non-western and a not yet sufficiently modernized local. Since the 1990s under the globalization 
policy of Korea, with the contracting of the Korea-Japan Cultural Exchange Agreement and 
China's reform and opening that has been underway, there has been a boost in Korea-Japan and 
Korea-China exchanges and the academic interaction and joint research of scholars have been 
animated as well. Prior to these, exchanges with Japan had been difficult due to the history of 
colonization and with China due to Korea's conflict with socialism. In post-liberation Korea, 
exchange with the world had meant exchange with the US or the liberal powers surrounding the 
US, and this comprised a one-sided relationship. Research exchange accelerated in the 2000s, 
when resources for academic conferences and overseas visiting research began to be provided. 
Initially, such academic conferences were called international conferences, but more and more 
such meetings started naming themselves ‘Asian Conference’ or ‘East Asian Conference,’ 
signaling the emergence of the 'Asia' category. Feminist scholars have also been continuously 
carrying out research exchanges, using the signifier of 'Asia.' But, other than conferences 
organized by Inter-Asia Cultural Studies and held by women's studies centers in Ewha, 'Asia' or 
'East Asia' in Korea are mostly considered a given and the category of Asia is not discussed as 
problematic (Kim, 2005). Since the establishment of the Asian Center for Women's Studies in 
Ewha in 1995 and the publication of the Asian Journal of Women's Studies, Asia has always 
been an object of questioning. Questions such as "What does Women's Studies in Asia mean?" or 
"Is there such a thing as Asian Women's Studies?" have persisted. Such questions are similar to 
those about western feminism always being a subject of criticism in Asian regions, such as 
"What does 'western feminism' mean and what is 'western'?" or "Is there such a thing as western 
feminism?" Here, I will describe several ways in which women's studies and Asia are being 
combined and understood and problematize them. 
 
First, women's studies in Asia means the accumulation or synthesis of women's studies in 
different Asian countries. Women's studies in each Asian country can be called women's studies 
in Asia or Asian Women's Studies since the country belongs to Asia. Thus, the word ‘Asia’ is 
understood to mean a specific region and it is combined with women's studies being carried out 
in that region. It is along those lines that women's studies being carried out in Korea is called 
Korean Women's Studies. But problems arise when we ask, is all 'feminism' taking place in Asia 
‘Asian feminism’ and all 'feminisms' taking place in Korea ‘Korean feminism’? In that case, how 
are Asia and Korea connected? Are there women's studies practices in Asian regions that are not 
Asian? Or women's studies practices in Korea that are not Korean? Not all women's studies work 
taking place in Asia is called Asian Women's Studies and the same goes for Korean Women's 
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Studies. Then, is this related to the region or the local identity of the individual researcher? 
Neutral as they may seem, such categorizations involve a strong politics of inclusion and 
exclusion; what is at play here relates to who does the defining and in what context.  
 
Second, there is a generally perceived notion that the common experience of colonization, 
different from that of the West or the experience of exclusion in modern world history, 
comprises the non-West. But this kind of structural understanding is easily criticized on a closer 
look at the specific cases. That is, Japan's experience of colonization by the West, Korea's 
experience of colonization by Japan, China's experience and Vietnam's experience can hardly be 
tied into one common 'Asian' experience. This leads to the question, does exclusion from the 
western/modern experience necessarily construct an Asian experience?  
 
Third, the term 'Asia' can also be used as a discursive practice and its use acquires a political 
performativity, which creates a difference from existing women's studies with its embedded 
values of 'general,' 'universal' and 'western.' Thus, using expressions such as "Women's Studies in 
Asia" can create the political effect of problematizing Asia and Women's Studies. "Women's 
Studies in Asia" was adopted by the Asian Center for Women's Studies in Ewha first. However, 
gradually scholars of the institute began to use the title ‘Asian women’s studies,’ with the aim of 
critically questioning 'western/universal' women's studies and 'national' women's studies, 
constructed within the framework of the nation-state.  
 
Fourth, there is Inter-Asian Women's Studies where ‘Asia’ has cross-border networks. Inter-
Asian Women's Studies indicates research practice based on the studies of women in different 
countries, sharing and appropriating them to build up new kinds of networks in Asia. I think in 
most cases, the use of the word ‘Asia’ by scholars belongs to one or two of the above cases. 
However, in Asia, 'Asia' is not a natural concept but carries historical and political meanings. 
Nevertheless, I do not think there are many feminist scholars in Korea who take Asian Women's 
Studies to be an effective alternative or vision for the future.i The question remains: what kinds 
of temporality and spatiality are being drawn upon as the epistemic context of women's studies 
by Korean feminist scholars in this globalizing world?  
 
There are differences at multiple levels even among people involved in the Asian Center for 
Women's Studies in Ewha, in their use of the signification of 'Asian Women's Studies,’ which in 
its broadest sense indicates a new tendency to study Asia and women or women’s intellectual 
discursive community in Asia. What is important is that a social, political and cultural 
environment, in which signifiers such as Asia, women and gender are received as meaningful, 
has emerged in Korea. What is needed now is to explore in what contexts these signifiers are 
being received, who uses these signifiers and what kind of space the semantic field comprises in 
which meanings are created?   
 
Of the multiple layers in the emergence of the discourse of Asia, the most important one is that 
the globalization discourse, still based on the nation-state development model, has mobilized 
Asia as a partner in transnational corporate capital and business and a market for more 
productivity and profit. At the same time, or prior to it in fact, intellectuals were searching for a 
new reference for constructing themselves, encouraged by the critical arguments regarding the 
West/modern brought in from the outside after the end of the Cold War. In this process, there 
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were some groups who discovered Asia as their reference group. The feminists who founded the 
Asian Center for Women's Studies in Ewha in 1995 were one such group. After the mid-1990s, 
the joint activities of NGOs in Asia for the restructuring of the economy, civil society and global 
society, as well as civil solidarity activities arose.  Politically, Asia arose as an important unit of 
local defense with multiple points for alliance underway, regulating various tensions around the 
US, China and North Korea after the Cold War. In these relations, women have been represented 
as an effective medium to establish the topography of a new Asia, as migrant workers, NGO 
activists and political refugees, and they are continuing to mediate new regionalizations.  
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9. 
 

Studies in Women and Gender at the University of Virginia, 
“Mr. Jefferson’s University” 

 
Rae Lesser Blumberg 

William R. Kenan, Jr. Professor of Sociology, University of Virginia 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
To illustrate how far the Program of Studies in Women and Gender (SWAG) has come, first, I’ll 
discuss a brutal murder and its aftermath; second, I’ll fill in the historical background of the 
University of Virginia; third, I’ll describe SWAG and its evolution and challenges, and finally, 
I’ll present some conclusions. 
 
The Murder of Yeardley Love and SWAG’s Response. 
 
On May 3, 2010, a fourth year student named Yeardley Love, who was a star of the women’s 
lacrosse team, was found murdered in her apartment.  Her head had been bashed repeatedly into 
the concrete wall behind her bed. Currently, her former boyfriend, a member of the men’s 
lacrosse team who came from great wealth and had a history of violence when he drank heavily, 
is about to go to trial for the crime.  But my story starts a few days after her tragic murder when 
Professor Denise Walsh, jointly appointed in Political Science and SWAG, suggested a “White 
Ribbon Campaign” to commemorate Yeardley Love and to combat violence against women at 
the university.  The original White Ribbon Campaign had begun in Canada as a men’s movement 
rejecting violence against women; it since has spread to the United States. UVa students rallied 
to the cause, spearheaded by SWAG students and faculty.   
 
In addition, two SWAG students became co-chairs.  The White Ribbon Campaign asked 
President John Casteen, who was retiring after 20 years as president of the university, to discuss 
Yeardley Love’s awful death in his graduation address and make a verbal pledge rejecting 
violence.  He declined.  But the White Ribbon Campaign moved forward. Within a week, it had 
ordered 25,000 white ribbons; launched an incredible website; galvanized UVa students and the 
whole university community via Facebook; wrote and sent out press releases, and obtained 
media coverage.  On graduation day, not quite two weeks after her death, those 25,000 ribbons 
were given out by volunteers – who asked people to wear the ribbons in rejection of domestic 
violence (SWAG Newsletter, May 2011:4-5).  Soon most of those ribbons were visible on both 
graduation gowns and the festive clothing of those attending the event.   
 
What is just as remarkable is that what became SWAG was begun in 1990 as an academic 
program; activism was not its primary mission:  SWAG is described in university materials as 
“an interdisciplinary program in which students study gender relations with an emphasis on 
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transnational perspectives.” 28  In order to understand SWAG, however, it helps to know some of 
the history of the University of Virginia.  
 
A SHORT, GENDERED HISTORY OF “MR. JEFFERSON’S UNIVERSITY” 
 
Thomas Jefferson was a remarkable man in many respects, best remembered as one of the 
Founding Fathers of the United States of America, the author of the 1776 Declaration of 
Independence – with its famous assertion of three “inalienable rights”: life, liberty and the 
pursuit of happiness – the third President of the United States and, in his retirement, the founder, 
designer and architect of the University of Virginia, which opened in 1821.  He also was a 
slaveholder all his life and, as indicated by DNA evidence, the father of the six children of his 
enslaved mistress, Sally Hemings.  In keeping with the values of his times, the university 
admitted only white males who could afford to go there.  Today, the university is the only one in 
America that is a UNESCO World Heritage site, based on his remarkable Federalist architecture 
and legacy – from faculty-student co-residence to on-site vegetable gardens. 
 
African American men began to be admitted in the 1960s but women (regardless of race) were 
not permitted to enroll in “Mr. Jefferson’s University” until 1970.  It was a period of activism in 
U.S. history. In the late 1970s, after about 2,500 students signed a petition demanding the 
founding of a program in women’s studies and the hiring of more women faculty, the 
administration funded a modest program in “Women Studies,” under the leadership of Sharon 
Davie, a faculty member in the English Department. She was asked to direct the fledgling 
program for 50% of her time.  Additionally, Faculty Development Seminars in Women Studies 
were established with a grant from the Provost’s office, and a journal, Iris: A Journal About 
Women, was founded. It now has been publishing for over 30 years.  But for the first 11 years, 
under the continuing direction of Prof. Sharon Davie, the Women Studies Program was a mixture 
of substantial outreach activities and feminist activism, as well as academic commitment.   
 
THE EVOLUTION OF WOMEN STUDIES INTO SWAG 
 
According to the 2005 Program Report, this dual charge became impossible to manage as the 
years passed. In 1989, a Provost’s Committee assessed the needs of the program and 
recommended that it be divided into an academic program and a Women’s Center.  Prof. Davie 
was appointed to head the Women’s Center, a post she still holds.29 A nationwide search resulted 
in the Dean of the College of Arts and Sciences hiring the first Director of an academic program, 
initially called Women Studies.  He found a remarkable woman to lead it, Ann J. Lane, a 
feminist historian, activist and pioneer in Women’s Studies. She had written a book that brought 
the works of Charlotte Perkins Gilman, a feminist pioneer and writer, into contemporary feminist 
studies.  Gilman (1860-1935) had vaulted into the international spotlight in 1899 with her 
Women and Economics.  Prof. Lane was attuned to Gilman’s economic and political interests as 
                                                
28 “By including race, ethnicity, nationality, sexuality and class alongside gender, [SWAG] addresses multivalent 
formations of identity and expands knowledge of the ways in which all forms of social life…are contextually 
organized” (SWAG Program Report 2005:2). 
29 “Under her remarkable leadership, in less than 16 years, the Center [grew] from one staff member to 36 full- and 
part-time employees and some 70 volunteers” (SWAG Program Report 2005:3).  Four were classified as full-time 
faculty:  the Executive Director (Davie); the Associate Director; the Sexual Assault Education Coordinator, and the 
Director of Mentoring and Diversity.   
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well as her literary ones. And she promised the dean that her motto was to “make trouble.”  He 
said that she was welcome to do so in promoting her program. 
 
Ann Lane successfully directed the program (renamed SWAG in 2000) from 1990-2003, leading 
it to a series of achievements.  She was succeeded by another remarkable woman, who served a 
three-year stint as Director: Prof. Farzaneh Milani, an Iranian-born scholar and poet/author, who 
is currently the Chair of South Asian and Middle Eastern Languages and Culture.  Her lyrical 
writing and focus on women’s freedom of movement (or lack of it) in Iran and elsewhere 
brought an international emphasis to the fore.   Prof. Milani also continued the “let a hundred 
flowers bloom” approach of SWAG: despite its small size, it welcomed a broad array of 
disciplines, conceptual approaches and geographic reach.   
 
Nonetheless, the program always struggled for budget and additional faculty hires.  First, Prof. 
Lane promoted ways of leveraging her resources by reaching out to faculty from other 
departments and urging them to teach SWAG-related – and cross-listed – courses.  In this way, 
SWAG was able to have an impact disproportionate to its official size and status.  Then, Prof. 
Milani was able to build the program further, hiring full-time adjunct professors who didn’t have 
a half-time appointment in another department. Her successor, Prof. Kath Westin, an 
anthropologist, managed to navigate the Great Recession hiring and budget freezes and bring 
SWAG through intact.  But too few faculty for all its students remains the issue. 
 

How their strategies worked can be seen in the statistics for SWAG as of the 2011-2011 
academic year:   
 

• Number of core faculty (jointly appointed to SWAG and a regular academic 
department)= only 7    

• Number of majors=only 43 (additionally, there were 6 minors) 
• Number of enrolled students in SWAG courses=705 (!) 
• Number of SWAG mnemonic courses (i.e., listed with a SWAG course number)= only 

34, BUT   
• Number of affiliate courses=136, and 
• Number of affiliate faculty=163 (data from ‘SWAG Overview,” no date:1). 

 
Considering Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s focus on women, power and economics, it also is 
important to note that Ann Lane had fought to put Women Studies in the center of the 
University’s historic campus.  Ultimately, she won the space wars and SWAG moved into the 
elegant quarters it maintains to this day – including a spacious library/commons room, an ample 
seminar room and faculty offices – in one of the principal buildings at the geographic heart of the 
university’s academic core, Minor Hall.  Many have coveted that space and there were times 
when it had to be defended vigorously.  But it’s still there.  And that central and visible location 
probably has helped in the budget wars, too. 
 
Indeed, by 2008, SWAG finally seemed to have achieved critical mass:  that year there were 
eight core faculty joint appointments and one research appointment; of these nine, six focused on 
transnational issues.  And SWAG also expanded its core course offerings to include sexuality 
studies and began to explore masculinity studies as well.  Department status seemed to be 
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imminent, at last.  Then came the September 2008 near-global economic meltdown.  The rest is 
history, and one that most of us now know only too well: resource constraints, hiring and pay 
freezes, no leaps into anything new that would involve more money – such as becoming a 
department.  To this day, then, SWAG remains a program.  In fall 2011, it named its fourth 
director, Charlotte Peterson, a psychology professor who already was on the University of 
Virginia faculty. As Prof. Peterson begins her term, SWAG’s biggest constraint remains too few 
faculty for too many enthusiastic students. 
 
All things considered, however, SWAG has fared better than many interdisciplinary programs in 
the areas of gender, sexuality, race-ethnicity, etc.  Since the recession began, many 
interdisciplinary programs have suffered large cuts that have curtailed their activities and, in 
some cases, threatened their continued existence.  SWAG has basically held its own despite the 
harsh prevailing economic winds.  And surveys consistently show high satisfaction among 
majors and non-major students.  
 
Also, although SWAG has not yet received additional funds from the still financially constrained 
university, it has retained greater support from the university than the outreach/activist 
component from which it was separated in 1990. As noted, Prof. Davie has continued as the 
long-time, distinguished director of the Women’s Center.  It has a separate building in the heart 
of the student restaurant, bar and shopping area known as “The Corner.” The Women’s Center 
provides a broad range of services (including to raped/ battered women), exhibits, lectures, 
courses and more to both “town and gown.”  Sharon Davie, however, has to raise 60% of her 
annual budget through grants, gifts, contracts and creative reshuffling of resources – a constant 
struggle she continues to win every year. This year, Prof. Davie has another win as well:  the 
National Women's Studies Association's 2011 Founders Award.  
 
There is one additional ray of sunshine in the forecast for SWAG: internationalization of the 
university.  Above, I’ve mentioned that 2/3 of the SWAG faculty was involved in transnational 
issues.  This is an extraordinary percentage, above that of any other undergraduate major with 
the exception of our newly created Global Development Studies degree.   
 
Under President Casteen, to give him credit, the University moved vigorously into the global 
arena.  Great efforts were made to promote study abroad by UVa students.  The university 
acquired – and now has been named permanent academic home of – the Semester at Sea program 
and its flagship Explorer, which sails 360 days out of every 365.  Actually, I just took part in 
their “May term” voyage, which sailed to the Caribbean and Central America and was focused 
around the Millennium Development Goals.  I created a course that emphasized the third MDG, 
“Promote gender equality and empower women.” More generally, international faculty and 
students have been recruited, as resources permitted.   
 
In percentage terms, the budget of the Vice Provost for International Affairs, once minuscule, 
was expanded greatly.  This has provided new sources of funding for internationally-focused 
gender research, teaching, and collaborative initiatives with gender scholars from the Global 
South.  The person who runs the Vice Provost’s Center for International Studies is Prof. Majida 
Bargach, from Morocco.  If funding continues, it might be possible for some of you to come to 
work – or, at minimum, attend a conference at – the University of Virginia.  And SWAG-
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affiliated faculty members have been key movers in this internationalization of the university and 
its curricula.  It’s likely that the heavy involvement of SWAG people in international concerns 
will continue, even if resources remain tight.  Too many people are too committed to quit. 
 
CONCLUSIONS AND CRYSTAL-BALL GAZING 
 
To be sure, times still are hard and resources still constrained at both SWAG and the University 
of Virginia.  But UVa now is led by its first woman:  The eighth president since 1821 is Teresa 
A. Sullivan.  And she’s a sociologist whose principal research focus over the years has been on 
society’s underdogs – she and Elizabeth Warren, who founded the just-created U.S. Consumer 
Protection Agency, generally were the lead authors of a series of research studies about 
bankruptcy and the people who are forced to declare it.  She also has examined the gender angle 
in bankruptcy.  Until recently, women tended to be disadvantaged in bankruptcy law as well as 
practice.  For example, financially more sophisticated husbands hid assets, left women legally 
liable for debts – and divorced them, leaving them holding the bag.  Or, the husband went with a 
divorce lawyer who also practiced at the federal level, since bankruptcy is federal in the U.S., 
while his wife hired a local divorce attorney.  In the ensuing bankruptcy (which she may not 
have seen coming), she was likely to be fleeced, since she frequently lacked her own bankruptcy 
lawyer and her divorce lawyer had no standing in federal bankruptcy court. 
 
With respect to gender more generally, shortly after her arrival Pres. Sullivan created a 
“community of care” event that targeted gender and sexual-based violence (GSBV) and 
commemorated Yeardley Love. Given her concerns – and efforts to internationalize the 
university – there is a feeling in SWAG that “we have a friend in court” vis-à-vis gender issues. 
Will this translate to more faculty and a bigger budget?    
 
Well, as a start, Terry Sullivan is on the SWAG listserve – whereas her predecessor, John 
Casteen, was not.   And she is turning out to be a terrific leader for the university, especially in 
these tough times.  She has people skills not even imagined by most of her predecessors and she 
is well-acquainted with the “gender lens” through which to view society.  SWAG has managed 
to enfold everyone from Marxists to post-modernist literary deconstructionists. It has managed to 
establish an intellectual and often activist program that has tenaciously survived, parlayed most 
opportunities that arose (even some longshots), and has remained the intellectual compass and 
center of today’s much larger and more diverse “gender enterprise” at the University of Virginia.   
The major challenges that remain include expanding the program to the Master’s level and 
becoming a department at last.  For both, good resources, broad participation and fine leadership 
are needed.  Also, for both goals additional faculty will be essential, preferably hired 100% by 
SWAG, not jointly appointed. 
 
As a closing note, let us go back to the founder of “Mr. Jefferson’s university.” In many ways 
other than on matters of gender and race, he was ahead of his times.  For example, he exhorted 
his students to get about two hours of exercise a day (because a healthy mind requires a healthy 
body) and he ate a mostly vegetable, fruit and grains diet in a time when most people preferred 
as close to a nearly all-meat diet as they could afford.  He fought for religious and intellectual 
freedom and was troubled by slavery, even though his constant economic troubles at his 
plantation home, Monticello, meant that he never was able to seriously consider freeing them 
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during his lifetime (and he freed only a handful in his will, all with links to Sally Hemings).  
Regardless, he put great value on intellectual endeavor and he remained open to new ideas and 
evidence all his life.  If he had lived in contemporary times, it would be very likely that he would 
have embraced the arrival of women and people of color in what he called his “academical 
village.” Chances are, he also would have welcomed both the academic and activist pursuits of 
gender and gender justice.  As he once famously remarked, “the tree of liberty must be watered 
from time to time by the blood of tyrants and patriots.”  To my knowledge, no tyrants or patriots’ 
blood has been shed at the University of Virginia.  But women’s blood has flowed, in incidents 
that never achieved the notoriety of Yeardley Love’s very unloving demise.  And if Jefferson 
were around now, I’m pretty sure that he, too, would be on the SWAG listserve – and actively 
supporting its goals and growth.      
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10.  
 

Women and Gender Studies 
School of Social Transformation 

Arizona State University 
 

Mary Margaret Fonow 
Director of the School of Social Transformation 

Professor of Women and Gender Studies 
Arizona State University, College of Liberal Arts and Sciences 

 

Vision and Mission  
 
The Women and Gender Studies Program is committed to gender and social justice and socially 
relevant research and teaching. Our ambition to reduce local, national, and international gender-
based inequities informs our analysis of, and teaching in, our areas of inquiry.  We engage 
interdisciplinary methods in all aspects of our scholarship and, through our undergraduate and 
doctoral programs, will produce graduates trained to generate rigorous and innovative research 
on the production, impact, and amelioration of intersecting social inequalities, such as those 
based on differences in gender, class, race, sexuality and nation.   We seek to conduct research 
that informs policy decisions and has meaning for women’s lives in the U.S., the world, and the 
local community.    
 
In keeping with the traditions of women’s studies, our program engages with compelling social 
issues from the perspective of gender and other analytic categories of social and cultural 
difference. Women and Gender Studies not only interrogates the impact of cultural norms, 
institutions and governance on the lives of women, but it also addresses the way that knowledge 
itself is deeply gendered.  Research questions include how gender and other forms of privilege 
and difference influence the construction and representation of contemporary idea systems; 
paradigms and methodologies for studying girlhood and adolescence; science and technology; 
violence; race; globalization; work; health; and visual and narrative cultures. 
 
Institutional Context: 
 
Arizona State University (ASU): The University has a vision to be a New American University, 
promoting excellence in its research and among its students and faculty, increasing access to its 
educational resources, and working with communities to positively impact social and economic 
development. As an institution, ASU values global engagement, social embeddedness, 
intellectual fusion, societal transformation, and the creation of use-inspired knowledge.  Non-
traditional fields of study are important; innovation, creativity, and cross-discipline collaboration 
are encouraged.  We are a large research university of 70,000 students on four campuses located 
in the Phoenix, Arizona metro area of over 5 million people. This is a dynamic educational 
environment for women and gender studies, and there is significant synergy between the historic 
goals and mission of women’s studies as a field and the direction the university has charted for 
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itself.  By its very nature women’s studies is transdisciplinary and global with a strong 
commitment to diversity and inclusiveness and it has always emphasized social responsibility.  
In many ways the template for New American University was taken out of the women’s studies 
play book. (http://www.asu.edu/) 
 
School of Social Transformation: The Women and Gender Studies Program is housed in the 
School of Social Transformation, which was formed in 2009. The focus of the school is 
diversity, justice and social change and is comprised of five faculty groups and two research 
centers.  In addition to Women and Gender Studies, the other academic fields include African 
and African American Studies, Asian Pacific American Studies, Justice Studies and Social 
Inquiry, and Culture, Society and Education.  Our research centers include the Center for Indian 
Education and the Equity Alliance, which deals with educational equity for students with 
disabilities.   
 

WGS faculty and students participate in several school wide initiatives on human rights, 
economic justice, and science and technology.  For example, CompuGirls, directed by WGS 
faculty member Kim Scott, is one of a few programs in the U.S. to combine culturally relevant 
teaching, social justice, and technology. It provides girls access to technology and the internet 
they might not have otherwise, as well as peer support, which makes learning easier. The 
program receives funding from the National Science Foundation and was featured on NBC 
Nightly News. CompuGirls provides after-school classes where participants learn the latest 
technologies in digital media, games, and virtual worlds and become a voice for social justice 
and change in the world. In the area of human rights, the school offers an undergraduate 
certificate in human rights and sponsors a human rights film festival each spring.  WGS faculty 
offer courses on gender and human rights including:  Women and International Human Rights, 
Global Women’s Health as a Human Right, and Gender, Religion and Conflict.    

 
The School provides a unique environment for the study of gender, race and class with an 
emphasis on finding just solutions for complex social problems. There are 55 faculty members, 
1,000 undergraduate major, minor and certificate students, and 75 graduate students. The School 
of Social Transformation offers four different BA programs, two PhD programs (Gender Studies 
and Justice Studies), two MA degrees in Justice Studies and Cultural and Social Pedagogy, and 
graduate certificates in Gender Studies, Economic Justice, Social Transformation and Disability 
Studies.  Students have the opportunity to take courses in any of the programs and to work with 
faculty in any of the areas within the School.   
 
Within the School we teach about 10,000 students per year.  Last year the School was awarded 
3.5 million dollars to fund various research projects and Centers. Because we are located in a 
state with a diverse population we have a high concentration of students (44%) and faculty of 
color (66%). About 20% of the graduate students are from outside the US. Please visit our 
website for more information at http://sst.clas.asu.edu/ 
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Women and Gender Studies Areas of Expertise: 
We have constructed this conceptual scheme to represent our areas of expertise and our analytic 
approach to them.  Specializations include: 

 
• Gender, Justice, and Social Change: explores the gendered dimension of the social structure and 

the social division of labor, the processes of social change, institutions and organizations, 
structural features of racial formation; analyzes how policies and laws can improve or hinder the 
quality of life for everyone. We have faculty expertise in gender and globalization, work, social 
policy, human rights, domestic violence, and movements for social change.  
 

• Health, Science and Technology: explores the impact of gender on health care, health 
occupations, and the technological and scientific enterprise. We have faculty expertise in 
gender and global health disparities, bioethics, women’s roles as healers and care-givers, 
HIV/AIDS prevention, addiction, gender and technology, and the participation of women in 
math and science in the developing world. 
 

• Visual and Narrative Culture: explores historical characterization of gender, literary narratives 
about gender, and the cultural representations of gender and race in film, media, advertising, and 
art. We have faculty expertise in history, gender, race and cultural representations, performance, 
popular culture and literature.    

• Girlhood Studies: explores girlhood and female adolescence across histories, geographies, and 
social locations. We analyze representations of girls in popular media, literature, and domestic and 
international policy as well as the material, lived realities of being a girl in various parts of the 
world. We have faculty expertise in girls and education, girls’ sexualities, "at-risk" girls and 
adverse health outcomes (e.g., violence, drug use, sexual and reproductive health), institutionalized 
girls, girls in international development (specifically Sub-Saharan Africa), and girls, technology, 
and the media. 

 
 

Our approach to these domains of knowledge includes the following: 
 
Intersectional: We have considerable expertise in race and in critical studies of intersectionality. 
Our curriculum and many of our courses meet social diversity requirements in the general 
education curriculum. We offer courses on Latina and Chicana Issues, American Indian Women, 
Black Feminism, Asian American Genders and Sexualities, Intersectionality of Gender, Race, 
and Class, Lesbian Cultures, and Women of Color and Film.  We help students understand how 
gender shapes and is shaped by other categories of racial, cultural and social difference. We have 
good working relationships with American Indian Studies, African and African American 
Studies, Transborder Chicana/o Latina/o Studies, and Asian Pacific American Studies, and 12 of 
our affiliated faculty hold appointments in those units.  

 
Transnational: We continue to expand our curriculum to cover global issues and we currently 
offer courses on Women and International Health, Gender, Culture and Development, Women’s 
International Human Rights, Gender, Religion and Global Violence, Women and Work in the 
Global Economy, Global Feminist Theory, and Gender and Global Health Disparities. 
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Transdisciplinary: We have been able to maintain a balance between core faculty trained in the 
arts and humanities (5) and those trained in the social sciences (5). We have two additional 
faculty members who are trained in interdisciplinary fields (science and technology studies and 
humanities).  We have affiliated faculty strength in English, history, philosophy, art and art 
history, sociology, and justice studies.  
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FACULTY PROFILE 
 

There are 12 core faculty in WGS, 50 graduate faculty, and 104 affiliated faculty associated with 
the Women and Gender Studies Program.  In addition there are two full-time lecturers and 12 
Graduate Teaching Associates.  Core faculty include: 
 

- Lisa Anderson: visual and narrative culture, intersectionality and black LGBT studies 
- Elizabeth Archuleta: visual and narrative culture, indigenous feminism, law and literature 
- Alesha Durfee: domestic violence, criminal justice, social policy 
- Mary Margaret Fonow:  political economy, social movements, feminist methodology 
- Georganne Scheiner Gillis: girlhood and adolescence, popular culture, feminism 
- Yasmina Katsulis: global health, sex work, and health disparities 
- Sally Kitch: visual and narrative culture, feminism, intersectionality 
- Ann Hibner Koblitz: gender, science and technology, history of medicine 
- Karen J. Leong: racial formation, intersectionality, gender ideologies 
- Kim Scott: gender, race and technology, girlhood studies, intersectionality 
- Heather Switzer: gender and international development, girlhood in sub-Saharan Africa 
- Rose Weitz: women, heath and the body,  healthcare, and women’s sexuality 

 
Women and Gender Studies faculty are known for their commitment to high quality and 
innovative undergraduate teaching, even in introductory courses that service thousands of 
students.  Our professors consistently receive excellent evaluations overall, and we are rated at or 
near the top in virtually all categories on the annual exit surveys of graduating seniors 
administered by the University.  Archuleta (at University of New Mexico), Gillis, Kitch (at Ohio 
State University), Rothschild (now emerita), Vlahoulis and Weitz have all received teaching 
awards; besides her ASU award, Weitz has been honored for her teaching by the Pacific 
Sociological Association.  In addition, Fonow, Gillis, Leong, and Vlahoulis have obtained 
substantial funding for curricular improvement projects, notably a grant from the National Center 
for Academic Transformation to redesign our survey courses into a new hybrid format. These 
courses are now able to serve 400 students per section and offer much more flexibility for 
students as well as incorporating new technology. This successful curriculum development has 
received national attention and was featured in Ms.Magazine. Vlahoulis has traveled to other 
universities to train faculty for this format. 
 
Women and Gender Studies faculty are deeply involved in service responsibilities of all kinds 
and at all levels—within the program, the college, the university, the profession, the community, 
and the world.  All of us serve on the boards or councils of at least one other department, 
program, school or institute within ASU, and several of us are working on committees to develop 
interdisciplinary PhD programs in fields such as science policy studies, biology and society, 
sustainability, and history of science. 
 
Our community service is varied.  Durfee has been a victim advocate for the police department, 
Fonow serves on the Governor’s Commission on the Prevention of Violence Against Women, 
Gillis advises local school districts, Koblitz and Leong are Arizona Humanities Council 
speakers, Leong coordinates community oral history projects, Vlahoulis serves on the board of 
several local non-profit organizations, and Weitz works with the local bilingual organization Paz 
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de Cristo.  Internationally, Koblitz is the co-founder and director of the Kovalevskaia Fund (a 
non-profit organization for the encouragement of women in science, technology and medicine in 
the “Third World”), and she serves on the board of directors of the U.S. Committee for Scientific 
Cooperation with Vietnam. 
 
Graduate Studies 
   
Women and Gender Studies launched its PhD in Gender Studies Program in fall 2007.  Currently 
there are 18 students enrolled, with the first cohort expected to graduate in 2012. We have 
international students from China, Nigeria, India, Pakistan, and Tajikistan. 
 
The Gender Studies PhD program is designed to provide students with the interdisciplinary 
training in theory and methods needed to conduct original research and scholarship about gender.  

Required Credit Hours  
Students may be admitted with either a bachelor’s or master’s degree from a regionally 
accredited US institution or the equivalent of these from an international institution that is 
officially recognized by that country and by the Graduate College. If admitted with a bachelor’s 
degree, students are required to complete a minimum of 84 semester hours including a minimum 
of 12 credit hours of required core courses, 18 hours of elective coursework in methodology and 
in specialization, 12 credit hours of dissertation research, and 42 credit hours of general 
electives/research.  If admitted with a master’s degree, students will be required to complete a 
minimum of 54 semester hours.  Up to 30 credit hours from a previously awarded master’s 
degree may count towards the PhD requirements.  

Core Courses (12 credit hrs.) 
The four required core courses explore 1) the theoretical and methodological dimensions of 
knowledge production, 2) the intersections of gender with other forms of social and cultural 
diversity, and 3) professional and ethical issues in the field of gender studies. 

WST 600: Foundations of Feminist Thought: An introduction to the field of Women and 
Gender Studies and the key concepts and theories that have shaped the field.  The  class 
also provides an overview of resources for research in women’s studies scholarship at 
ASU and seeks to prepare students to participate in the field.    

WST 601: Critical Concepts of Gender: An examination of the key concepts, theoretical 
frameworks, disciplinary and interdisciplinary approaches, and the critical debates that 
have shaped the field of gender studies. 

WST 602: Mapping the Intersections of Gender: An interdisciplinary examination of 
various theoretical and methodological approaches to the understanding of difference 
with a focus on the intersections and convergences between race, class, gender, nation, 
physical ability, and sexuality. 

WST 603: Engendering Methodology: An overview of research tools, methodological and 
epistemological debates, applications, techniques, and ethics pertinent to research in 
gender studies. 
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WST 701: Research Design and Proposal Development in Gender Studies: Prepares 
students for professional careers as researchers in gender studies. 

Elective Courses within the Specializations (12 credit hrs.) 
All students are required to take 12 credit hours of seminar courses in the faculty specialization 
areas.  Courses may be selected from within the Women and Gender Studies Program, and 
should ideally be from at least two of the four specialization areas; girlhood studies, gender 
justice and social change, visual and narrative culture, and health science and technology.  

Methods Requirement (6 credit hrs.) 
All students must choose at least two research methods courses to complete the degree. Due to 
the interdisciplinary nature of gender studies, these courses can be drawn from a wide array of 
units across the various campuses of Arizona State University. The Graduate Director or 
student’s Graduate Advisor can advise students on the selection of methods courses.   Students 
accepted as post-masters may be exempt from these courses if they have previously taken 
equivalent courses.  Within the School of Social Transformation there is faculty expertise in a 
wide variety of methods including quantitative, qualitative and ethnographic, community action 
research, evaluation research, focus group, visual and semiotic analysis, discourse analysis, 
historical, and digital. Students can receive the best research training possible.   

General Electives (42 credit hrs. post-BA, 12 credit hours post-MA)  
Students who enter the PhD program without credit for a master’s degree are required to 
complete 42 credit hours of general electives; students who receive credit for a master's must 
take 12 hours of general electives. These 42 hours can be general coursework, internship, 
seminar, reading & conferences, or research (WST 592, 692, or 792). Courses may be selected 
from within or outside of the Women and Gender Studies Program.  
 
All students are required to take 12 credits in WST 799 (Dissertation). 
 
Undergraduate Studies: 
 
Women and Gender Studies offers a high quality educational experience to undergraduate 
students at ASU. This vibrant program serves approximately 4,000 students a year. Our 
introductory courses, WST 100 and WST 300, consistently fill every semester and serve about 
2400 students annually.  We serve 60 majors and 75 minors and graduate about 25 students per 
year.  
 
The Bachelor of Arts in Women and Gender studies offers a comprehensive program of study 
that empowers students to make a difference in the world.  Through the study of history, culture, 
literature, politics and film, science and economics, students learn to challenge conventional 
wisdom about gender and learn new ways of viewing the world. Internships and leadership 
opportunities in business, government, and nonprofit organizations, for example, allow students 
to pursue career goals.  
 
The interdisciplinary Women and Gender Studies Program prepares students for many different 
career opportunities upon graduation.  Graduates have created businesses, joined the Peace 
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Corps, worked in nonprofit organizations and agencies, become lawyers and teachers, and 
worked in policy and government. They have become consultants and counselors and secured 
careers in public relations. Our graduates are also well prepared for graduate and law school and 
have been admitted to prestigious programs.  
 
In a survey done for a program review, our graduates reported many different post-graduate 
activities including: political and judicial research; rape prevention education and research; 
sexual abuse therapy counseling; department store manager; teaching in high school and 
community college; job training and job development; graduate education in psychology, 
sociology, law, English, social work, and public administration.  

 
Our undergraduate curriculum includes the following:  
 
REQUIRED COURSES: 
WST 100 Women and Society or WST 300 Women/Contemporary Society 
WST 377 History of American Feminist Thought or WST 378 Global Feminist Theory 
WST 380 Gender, Race and Class 
WST 484 Internship 
WST 498 Pro-seminar 
Total: 18 cr. 
4 ELECTIVES: 
Courses from within the WGS program 
Total: 12 cr. 
5 COURSES RELATED TO WOMEN AND GENDER STUDIES: 
Courses outside of the program related to women and gender studies.   
Total: 15 cr. 
TOTAL REQUIRED: 45 cr. 
 
Note 1: 
1.) One course from the 4 electives/5 related courses above must be on non-western women. 
2.) A second course must be either on non- western, racial or sexual minority women in the 
U.S. 

National / International Visibility 
Achieving excellence in teaching, research and professional service has increased the national 
and international visibility of our program. We publish in gender related journals, present at 
national and international conferences, give invited lectures at other universities, get elected to 
office in professional organizations, edit or serve on editorial boards, win grants, fellowships, 
and awards for research and teaching, bring prominent feminist scholars to campus through 
conferences, lectures, and visiting scholar opportunities.   

 
We have hosted or cosponsored numerous conferences over the past several years that have 
increased the profile of our program. These include: Women of Color Conference, Women and 
Disabilities national conference; Feminism and Activism national conference, Women‘s Oral 
History conference; the American Indian Studies annual conference; an annual graduate student 
conference; and an annual undergraduate student leadership conference.     
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In February 2006 we hosted the second national conference of Feminist Epistemologies, 
Methodologies, Metaphysics and Science Studies (FEMMSS) which brought 175 participants 
from U.S., Canada, and Australia to ASU. Papers from the conference are published in a special 
edition of Frontiers: A Women’s Studies Journal.  

 
With funding from the Graduate College, Women and Gender Studies, and the School of Justice 
and Social Inquiry, we hosted a conference on “Movement of Labor and Labor Movements” and 
brought to campus three feminist scholars: Ruth Milkman (UCLA), Eileen Boris (UCSB) and 
Rhacel Parreñas (USC). Our annual Feldt/Barbanell Women of the World Lecture Series brings 
prominent feminists like Eve Ensler and Gloria Steinem to ASU and this brings community 
members to campus and gives excellent press coverage to the program.   

 
We serve in professional leadership roles in the National Women’s Studies Association (NWSA) 
and in various disciplinary and interdisciplinary professional associations. We are long-standing 
members of NWSA, and participate in the program administrators’ caucus.   

 
We are one of only four universities in the US participating in UNESCO’s new international 
network of women studies programs and gender research centers. The network was formed to 
mainstream and advance women’s human rights and gender equity in the programs and projects 
of UNESCO-Social and Human Science (SHS) Sector.  This network will also become a 
resource for establishing women’s studies programs world-wide.  We can use the network to 
recruit graduate students and to place them in international research internships. 
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11. 
 

Purdue University 
Women’s Studies Program 

 
Valentine M. Moghadam 

Professor of Sociology & Women’s Studies, Purdue University 
Conference Organizer 

 
 
The conference brought together members of the Global Women’s Studies/Gender Research 
Network to discuss research-policy-activism links and the contributions of Women’s Studies and 
gender research to pressing global social/gender issues. The foci were: (1) similarities and 
differences in Women’s Studies cross-culturally; (2) how theory, policy, and activism are 
integrated into the curriculum; and (3) how Women/Gender Studies addresses global gender/social 
issues such as economic crisis, violence, and democratization.   In this brief paper, I discuss some 
relevant aspects of Purdue University’s Women’s Studies Program, to elucidate the links we try to 
make between theory and practice.  Some of the information here is drawn from the Women’s 
Studies Strategic Plan (approved May 2009) and the Self-Study (January 2011), which was 
prepared in advance of the March 2011 External Review.  
 
Mission and Vision Statement 
 
The Women’s Studies Program values excellence in the practice and scholarship of learning, 
discovery, and engagement to the Program, the University, and the larger community.  The 
Program is dedicated to the scholarly understanding of diversity, difference, and commonality in 
women’s experiences and to the diffusion of knowledge about the gender dynamics of economic, 
political, cultural, and social institutions, policies, and movements.  Our Program integrates the 
teaching of theories and methods with a concern for women’s autonomy, participation, and 
rights; as such, our curriculum is infused with attention to public policy and women’s activism as 
well as to conceptual knowledge.  
 
The Women’s Studies faculty will lead as educators and researchers in the humanities, the 
performing and creative arts, and the social, behavioral and health sciences. We will help 
advance knowledge, critical thinking, and social transformation through our curriculum and co-
curricular programming, scholarship, involvement in research and policy networks, and 
mentoring of students. We will foster a feminist community at Purdue encompassing students, 
faculty, and staff. And we will acknowledge excellence in teaching. To realize this vision, we 
intend to become an academic department that offers both masters and doctoral degrees in 
Women’s Studies. 
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Our Characteristics and Strengths 
 
Our jointly-appointed and affiliated faculty members represent a diversity of disciplines, research 
agendas, and backgrounds. We have strengths in the knowledge of race, class, gender, and 
sexuality in the United States and globally; in cross-cultural, international, and global gender 
issues; and in theories and methods in the study of women and gender. The Women’s Studies 
Program is built on solid foundations established over three decades, offering undergraduate and 
graduate degrees.  
 
The three major goals of the Women’s Studies Strategic Plan are:  

1. Launching tomorrow’s feminist leaders 
2. Promoting feminist inquiry and research 
3. Engaging with various publics 

 
Inscribed in the Strategic Plan, therefore, is the commitment to help produce ethical leaders with 
feminist values; broaden the students’ knowledge base and encourage the dissemination of 
feminist research that is produced across the globe; and engage in a kind of “public feminism”, 
or a feminist praxis, that entails involvement with various communities (not exclusively 
academic) and addresses public policy and political questions at local, national, and global 
levels.   
 
The generation of ethical feminist leaders occurs through teaching but also through mentoring.  
Undergraduate students are mentored through programs such as the Dean’s Scholars and the 
Discovery Park Undergraduate Research Internship (DURI) Program (which match students with 
professors’ research projects) as well as Service Learning courses. Graduate students are 
mentored informally (e.g., hallway conversations and e-mail communications), and more 
formally in the course of dissertation supervision, research assistance on grants, or Teaching 
Assistant supervision.   
 
Future Directions 
 
The Women’s Research & Policy Center was established to enhance the Program’s research 
profile. It is meant to be a “home” for funded research awarded to the Program, for post-doctoral 
fellowships, and for visiting scholars, as well as a forum for research-policy dialogue, working 
papers, and policy briefs.  We have revamped the Women’s Studies website to include a portal for 
the Center, and the site will include information about faculty research activities.  
 
As stated in the Strategic Plan, the Women’s Studies Program seeks to expand its graduate 
program in at least three ways: (1) Concentrations in Women/Gender Studies in various 
departments; (2) an applied MA program in Women’s Studies; (3) a possible Ph.D. program. We 
certainly have the commitment to undertake these steps – and indeed, the Concentrations were 
approved in three departments (Communication, History, and Sociology). We also designed a 
new graduate course in feminist methods, which was approved in August 2010.  
 
As part of our mission, we continue to internationalize the Program, in part through Study 
Abroad and International Learning.  Our Program now has six joint faculty members with 
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diverse specializations and an exceptionally strong record on women and gender issues in 
international and comparative perspective.  We have added a new undergraduate course, Global 
Feminisms (WOST 483) and plan to introduce a new graduate course on Global Gender Issues.  
A look at our faculty specialties and course offerings suggest particular strengths in the areas of 
law and public policy; culture, sexualities, and literature; theory, epistemology, and 
methodology; political economy and work; revolutions, liberation struggles, and social 
movements; and international relations, peace, and security. Our area specializations include the 
Middle East and North Africa, Afghanistan, Sub-Saharan Africa, and the Caribbean.  
 
Our joint faculty members are increasingly involved in international research and policy 
networks, and our emerging Study Abroad program will draw on these relationships. In July 
2007, in Manila, Val Moghadam (Women’s Studies and Sociology) attended the first meeting of 
the UNESCO-affiliated Global Women’s Studies/Gender Research network, which included 
participants from various universities in Africa (including Makerere University in Uganda), Asia, 
Latin America, Australia, and the Middle East.  Participants expressed interest in developing 
student and faculty exchanges. In June 2009, Alicia Decker (Women’s Studies and History) 
traveled to Uganda to initiate discussions about developing a Study Abroad program with 
Makerere University.  In addition to earning a master’s degree at Makerere, Dr. Decker has spent 
more than four years living in various parts of Uganda.  It is for this reason that we have chosen 
to develop a Study Abroad program in Uganda first.  

 
INTERDISCIPLINARY/CROSS-DISCIPLINARY INVOLVEMENT 

 
The Women’s Studies Program (WOST) is an interdisciplinary program, in terms of curricular 
content and pedagogical approach, the research approaches of its joint faculty, its pedagogical 
and methodological directions, its co-curricular collaborative activities, and the scope of its 
affiliated faculty.   
 
Interdisciplinarity is inscribed in its core courses at both undergraduate and graduate levels; 
course instructors draw on 2-3 disciplinary traditions; electives for majors and minors in 
Women’s Studies are drawn from an array of disciplines and interdisciplinary programs, 
including African-American Studies. As part of its goals of promoting feminist scholarship 
across the disciplines while also attracting graduate students to the Women’s Studies Graduate 
Certificate, the Women’s Studies Director prepared  proposals for departmental concentrations 
in Women & Gender Studies for the following departments:  ANTH, COM, ENGL, HIST, SOC, 
POL.  (Approvals thus far have come from COM, HIST, and SOC.)  
 
WOST Faculty are jointly-appointed and engage in feminist scholarship in their major discipline 
(English, Health & Kinesiology, History, Sociology) while also drawing on additional 
conceptual/research approaches (African-American studies, Middle East Studies, African 
Studies, American Studies, Asian and Asian-American studies, political science, political 
economy, development studies, labor studies, sexuality/queer studies).  Women’s Studies joint 
faculty members publish in interdisciplinary journals as well as discipline-specific journals. They 
are members or chairs of committees across the College of Liberal Arts, as well as in the new 
College of Health and Human Sciences.  
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POLICY-ORIENTED RESEARCH ACTIVITIES  
 

Faculty members are involved in individual research, collaborative research, and ongoing research 
networks.   Internal and external funding has been sought for faculty research, for the development 
of a Study Abroad program in Women’s Studies, and for an international conference.  Separately 
or together, we have won small and large grants, internal and external grants, and research and 
teaching grants.  It should be noted that Women’s Studies faculty involve undergraduate and 
graduate students in research activities, whether on their own account, through externally-funded 
research, or through such established Purdue programs as the Dean’s Scholars mentorship program 
and the new Discovery Park Undergraduate Research Initiative.  
 
In 2009, the Women’s Research & Policy Center was established to be the “home” for funded 
research and policy-oriented activities (e.g., working papers and policy briefs). To date, the 
Center has received two SAIL grants, the first of which hosted the visit of Dr. Consolata 
Kabonesa of Makerere University (May 2010); and it created an affiliated Post-doctoral 
Fellowship (currently non-funded). The Women’s Studies website has been revamped to include 
a portal for the Center, where policy briefs, news about research activities, and working papers 
will be posted.  
   
Our research is often applied, oriented toward engagement, activism, and social change. The 
section below describes some of that research. (Other faculty members may be socially engaged 
though their research focus is on literary analysis.)  
 
Cheryl Cooky (H & K/WOST).  In June 2010, the Women’s Sport Foundation contacted 
Cooky to lead research in partnership with the Montenegro Olympic Committee. The United 
Nations Development Fund and the Montenegro Olympic Committee funded the project. The 
purpose of this study is to conduct the first evidence-based study to assess the current status of 
girls and women’s sport participation in Montenegro at all institutional levels. The research will 
identify who plays sport in Montenegro, and the factors (family, education, economic, religious, 
cultural stereotypes, and so on) that contribute to girls and women’s participation in sport or that 
limit girls and women’s participation in sport. In the summer of 2011, Cooky travels to 
Montenegro to meet with key stakeholders in women’s sport, in the national Olympic Committee 
and political leaders to present the findings from the study and to present lectures on gender and 
sport in Montenegro at the University. The objective is to assess barriers to the sport system in 
Montenegro in order to develop strategies to improve opportunities for women, both as 
participants and sport professionals. Dr. Cooky is currently finalizing a grant proposal on 
“Sports, Physical Activity, and the Well-Being of Rural and Urban Girls”. 
 
Alicia C. Decker (HIST/WOST). She is involved with Network Africa, an interdisciplinary, 
cross-university initiative with development, institutional, and gender components; and she is 
also helping to establish the WOST Study Abroad program. In Fall 2007/Spring 2008 Decker 
received several internal and external research grants to support summer fieldwork in Uganda.  
In Spring 2009 she received a generous seed grant from Discovery Park at Purdue University to 
develop a research project in conjunction with the Network Africa initiative. In Fall 2009 and 
Fall 2010, internal grants (e.g., Purdue’s SAIL grant) were received to support collaborative 



 100 

research and exchange with the Department of Women and Gender Studies at Makerere 
University; these grants were co-authored with Dr. Val Moghadam.  
 
Laurie Graham, Assistant Director.  She has been instrumental in designing service learning 
courses and in mentoring undergraduate feminists. She has received service learning grants in 
spring 2010 and spring 2011. In the first course, Dr. Graham and four Women’s Studies 
undergraduates researched community organizations involved with families of domestic 
violence. The class collected data of community resources involved in preventing and addressing 
domestic violence; students interviewed staff members of community agencies in an effort to 
ascertain continuing and additional community needs for preventing and ending DV.  The 
project, which was affiliated with the Women’s Research & Policy Center, resulted in a policy 
brief on preventing/ending domestic violence in the community.   
 
Val Moghadam, Director (SOC/WOST).  She has sought to develop a policy focus as well as 
broaden the international scope of Purdue’s Women’s Studies Program.  In Fall 2007 she took part 
in the Entrepreneurial Leadership Academy and obtained a grant to establish the Women’s 
Research & Policy Center.  
 
From October 2008 – May 2010 she was involved with the NSF-funded ADVANCE-Purdue 
project and the Purdue Center for Faculty Success, which seek to enhance women and diversity 
in the STEM disciplines.  She worked with and trained two students:  a SOC Ph.D. student and 
an undergraduate student/CLA Dean’s Scholar.  Activities: Annotated Bibliography, two concept 
papers, and two policy briefs; two working luncheons on work-family issues facing women in 
the STEM disciplines. The focus of the work was on understanding how the sexual/gender 
division of labor contributes to the under-representation of women in the STEM disciplines, and 
how institutional policies around maternity leave, childcare, tenure clock stoppage, and elder 
care can “level the academic playing field” between women and men and enhance women and 
diversity in STEM.  
 
In Fall 2010 she received an undergraduate student in the framework of a DURI grant, to assist her 
on the topic: Women’s Social Participation in the Middle East and North Africa: 
Educational attainment, employment, and political representation in comparative 
perspective. Through this project, the student learned about women’s social participation in 
MENA and elsewhere in the Global South, became familiar with international data sets, and took 
part in interdisciplinary social science research. The student produced a detailed poster which she 
presented at a DURI conference and reception in April 2011.  
 
Moghadam is the founder and member of the Global Women’s Studies/Gender Research 
Network. She is also the founding member of an international research network on women’s 
social rights and economic citizenship in the context of globalization. This network was founded 
in 2006, has held two meetings (one in Nantes, France, with women trade unionists from France 
and global union federations), and is producing an edited book entitled Making Globalization Work 
for Women: The Role of Social Rights and Trade Union Leadership (eds., V. M. Moghadam, Mary 
Margaret Fonow and Suzanne Franzway; SUNY Press 2012).  In Spring 2009, as part of the 
preparation of the book manuscript, Moghadam was assisted by a CLA Dean’s Scholar, an 
undergraduate who learned about editorial revisions (specifically, the formatting of texts, tables, 
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and references for publication) as well as the economic conditions of working women across the 
globe.  
 
Moghadam also has worked with Alicia Decker to establish Study Abroad and International 
Learning for the Women’s Studies Program.  
 

UNDERGRADUATE CURRICULUM AND PROGRAMMING 
 

The Women's Studies Program has offered a minor since 1996, and its undergraduate major 
came on line with the enrollment of the first cohort of students in 2002.  Since then, our number 
of majors has held steady.  As of the Spring 2011 semester we have 35 majors and 40 minors.  
Since creating the major, we have revised and added several courses to deepen our offerings.  
These courses include: 
 
WOST 281: Topics in Gender Studies 
WOST 381: US Women of Color  
WOST 382: History of Love and Marriage 
WOST 383: Women and Work 
WOST 482: Interdisciplinary Studies in Sexuality: Lesbian and Gay Issues 
WOST 483: Global Feminisms 

 
Since 2007 we have created areas of emphasis within the major in line with the research interests 
of our joint-appointed faculty; currently there are seven:  Gender, Race and Class in the U.S. 
Context; Culture, Sexualities, and Literature; Culture and Globalization; Gender, Health, and 
Sports; Law and Public Policy; Political Economy, Work, and Social Movements; and Theory, 
Epistemology, and Methodology.   
 
Increasing an international perspective has been an important objective at Purdue, both in 
research and teaching.  In order to support this goal through curricular development, we 
developed an undergraduate course on Global Feminisms.  Such a course offering enhances our 
majors’ education and broadens the professional opportunities that will be open to them when 
they graduate.   
 
The large number of students who take our WOST 280 and 380 classes for their CLA core has 
translated into an increasing number of majors and minors as well as providing greater visibility 
for our program.  A major or minor in Women’s Studies provides them with the opportunity to 
broaden their knowledge in issues of gender, sexuality and race and also provides them with 
additional skills necessary for work in a competitive and globalized marketplace. 
 
Community Engagement and Undergraduate Student Activities 
 
In Spring 2010 the Women’s Studies Program developed a community engagement course to 
research the problem of domestic violence in our local community and to uncover any unmet 
needs and issues where Purdue might play a role.  The results were two fold.  (1) The students in 
the class produced the policy brief: “Domestic Violence in the Lafayette Community: Problems 
Addressed, Suggestions Offered” published on our website through our Research and Policy 
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Center.  (2) We developed a practicum beginning in the Fall 2010 semester which provides three 
students with a hands-on experience working with the children of the victims of domestic 
violence at the local YWCA domestic violence shelter.  As an upper level course, the Practicum 
in Women’s Studies, enables students to do service or research projects with local women’s 
organizations, which has also been beneficial to the local community.  Additionally, our students 
volunteer in a wide range of activities and organizations both on and off campus, such as the 
Local Crisis Center, YWCA, NOW and Purdue’s Women’s Resource Center.  They also work to 
educate others in domestic violence prevention.  
 
In Spring 2011, the second Women’s Studies Service Learning Class was offered.  This 
enabled six students to register for a service learning opportunity in the community supervised 
jointly by the YWCA Domestic Violence Intervention and Prevention Program (DVIPP) and 
Purdue Women’s Studies Program.  Each participant was a Research Assistant for DVIPP, which 
entailed coding and analyzing files and statements collected by the DV shelter; in addition, the 
students met with the Assistant Director of Women’s Studies on a monthly basis.  The data set 
covers all of the shelter clients since its inception, about 30 years’ worth of data. The work also 
involved interpretation of what victims told police and the intake workers when admitted to the 
shelter.  As such, the data entry forms provide detailed personal pictures of each client’s 
experience.  The anonymous database will become a page on the Center for the Study of 
Violence at Purdue and will be used as a tool for other shelters in assisting their clients.  For the 
capstone project the students wrote a group paper, edited by the Assistant Director of Women’s 
Studies, which will be posted on the Women’s Studies website. 
 
In 2009 a group of Women’s Studies majors and minors organized the Women’s Studies student 
organization, FACT (Feminist Action Coalition for Today).  In its first year FACT ran a film 
festival during Women’s History Month, held a safe-sex education/action day for Valentine’s 
Day and ended the school year with a “Flash Mob” calling attention to the problem of domestic 
violence. 
 
WOST now has an Annual Celebration to recognize the Women’s Studies community, including 
the undergraduate majors.  During the reception, undergraduate students, graduate teaching staff, 
and joint faculty receive awards.  There are two awards for undergraduates: the Women’s 
Studies Leadership Award, and the Caroline Perrucci Academic Achievement Award. The 
annual reception also sees the Women’s Studies Outstanding Faculty Teaching Award, and the 
Outstanding Women’s Studies Teaching Assistant Award. 
 

GRADUATE EDUCATION 
 
Ours is a solid and growing graduate program that provides a wide range of theoretical and 
topical courses at the 600-level for students taking the graduate certificate as well as students 
from across CLA who enroll in these courses to complement coursework in their own 
disciplines.  Graduate students from across the College of Liberal Arts continue to express 
interest in our graduate minor and in our Teaching Assistantships; the Director is often contacted 
by applicants to Purdue’s various departmental graduate programs expressing an interest in 
Women’s Studies. What is more, the Women’s Research & Policy Center offers, inter alia, 
research experience and affiliation for graduate students and new Ph.D.s.   



 103 

 
Since 2007, all applicants to a Teaching Assistantship are required to be enrolled in, or have 
completed requirements for, the Women’s Studies graduate minor; and they assist a faculty 
member before being given their own section to teach. It should be noted that WOST teaching 
assistants include men as well as women, international students as well as U.S. citizens, and 
African-Americans as well as white students. Since 2007, four of our TAs have secured teaching 
jobs.  
 
As a result of the work of the Graduate Committee in 2009-10, the graduate curriculum was 
revised. There are now three required Women’s Studies courses: WOST 680 (Feminist Theory), 
WOST 681 (Contemporary Issues in Feminist Scholarship), and WOST 682 (Issues in Feminist 
Research and Methodology). Requirements for those interested in the Women’s Studies “minor” 
has changed: MA students now need 12 credit hours and Ph.D. students 15 credit hours; these 
include the three required courses as well as approved electives.  
 
WOST 681 has been taught in a variety of ways, including as the following topics: 
Feminism and Foucault; International Feminisms; Race and Sexuality in American Culture; 
Feminist Approaches to Film; Women’s Poetic Ecology; Jews and Gender in Modern Fiction; 
Women Writers in Freedom Struggles; Gender, War and Militarism; Women, Gender, and 
Citizenship.  
 
Following two years of information-gathering regarding various options for the Women’s 
Studies graduate program, proposals for Concentrations in Women & Gender Studies, and in 
Spring 2010, the following departments approved the Concentration: COM, HIST, SOC.  This 
enables WOST to broaden its reach and include more students in feminist studies.  
 
Graduate Students and the Teaching of WOST 280. The Program has hired Teaching 
Assistants since 1991.  TA’s generally teach a section of the introductory course, WOST 280. 
There are now specific requirements for their recruitment. In Fall 2007 a new policy was 
enacted, whereby all Women’s Studies TA’s had to be enrolled in the graduate minor or have 
completed the requirements. In Fall 2009 a new policy for the recruitment and training of TA’s 
was put in place. Those without the requisite teaching experience in Women’s Studies would 
serve as an assistant to a joint faculty member. This would enable us to offer larger sections 
while also offering a kind of apprenticeship to the newly-hired TA.  
 
Orientation was introduced in Fall 2008. This enables TA’s to meet joint faculty and to discuss 
syllabi, pedagogical issues, and other issues pertaining to the teaching of WOST 280.  In August 
2011, the fourth successful Orientation was held.   
 
In addition to the teaching of WOST 280, graduate students undertake committee work.  The 
latter not only helps the Program carry out various activities, it also helps the graduate students 
build their skills and acquire experience with administrative tasks, research, and publishing.  
 
Mentoring and supervision of graduate students. This is offered by all joint faculty in 
Women’s Studies.  The graduate TA’s share two offices in the Women’s Studies suite of offices 
on the sixth floor of Beering Hall; as such, they have regular interaction with the Director, 
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Assistant Director, Program Coordinator, and one joint faculty member. Mentoring takes place 
through:  the annual Women’s Studies Orientation; the supervision of teaching and committee 
work by the Director, Assistant Director, and Program Coordinator; classroom observation, 
review of syllabi, and review of student evaluations by the Assistant Director and the Director; 
hallway discussions and social hours; funding of participation at NWSA conference; dissertation 
committees; letters of recommendation from the Director and other joint faculty; post-graduation 
connections.  In 2007, the Program initiated an Exit Interview for graduate students.  
 

STUDY ABROAD AND INTERNATIONAL LEARNING 
 

The Women’s Studies director began to explore Study Abroad in 2008. Study Abroad is central 
to our vision – specified in our Action and Strategic Plan -- for internationalizing the curriculum 
and launching tomorrow’s feminist leaders. We want our students to be theoretically grounded in 
transnational epistemologies and well positioned to engage in research and activism in diverse 
locations throughout the world, particularly within countries of the Global South.  In order to 
ensure that our curriculum addresses important feminist concerns, both within the United States 
and abroad, we have been consulting with scholars who are working within successful programs 
in other parts of the world.  
 
In May 2010, the head of the Department of Women and Gender Studies at Makerere University 
(Dr. Consolata Kabonesa) visited Purdue for two weeks to discuss potential faculty and student 
exchanges.  We completed a Fulbright grant application that would allow her to return to Purdue 
for at least one semester.  In July 2011, one of our joint faculty members and one of our graduate 
teaching assistants visited the institutional partner in Kampala, Uganda, to help set up the 
Women’s Studies Study Abroad program.  
 
The program that we envision will draw on connections with universities and feminist networks 
across the globe, including institutions involved in the Global Women’s Studies/Gender 
Research Network; and it will be open to undergraduate and graduate students.  It begins with 
student and faculty exchanges with Makerere University’s Department of Women and Gender 
Studies. We envision a faculty-led Study Abroad program that would allow students to put 
theory into practice, thus drawing on the expertise of scholars from both countries.   
 
In the spring semester, Purdue students would enroll in one of our core courses—Global 
Feminisms (WOST 483)—where they would have the opportunity to learn about theories and 
methods sustaining global feminist activism, particularly within sub-Saharan Africa.  Interested 
students would be able to take a follow-up Study Abroad course during Maymester, which would 
allow them to better understand how feminist activism works “on the ground.” Students would 
learn about the Ugandan women’s movement by attending occasional lectures in the Department 
of Women and Gender Studies at Makerere University and by visiting a number of locally-based 
feminist organizations (e.g. Uganda Media Women’s Association, Forum for Women in 
Democracy, Hope After Rape, Uganda Association of Women Lawyers, Uganda Women’s 
Network, and ISIS-Women’s Cross Cultural Exchange).  Students would spend several days at 
each organization, learning first-hand about their various challenges and opportunities.  At the 
end of the course, students would be expected to turn in a daily fieldwork journal, as well as an 
analytical essay about what they have learned.  
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Following the introduction of Study Abroad with Makerere University’s Department of Women 
and Gender Studies, we will explore the expansion of the program to other institutions while also 
incorporating participant observation with transnational feminist networks (e.g., attending annual 
meetings or conferences of TFNs). 
 
We expect our students to graduate with the following learning outcomes: (a) Enhanced 
understanding of the study of women and gender internationally and comparatively; (b) 
Improved cross-cultural competence; (c) Knowledge of the activities of women’s movements 
and feminist networks; (d) Heightened ability to interpret international data sets and comparative 
social indicators; (e) Increased proficiency in foreign languages (when combined with language 
instruction).  
 
Note: Study Abroad was approved in Fall 2011 and the first group of 10 students will travel to 
Uganda in May 2012, with Dr. Alicia Decker and Ph.D. student Adrianna Lozano. 
 

WOST ENGAGEMENT INITIATIVES 
 

As noted, one of the Program’s strategic goals is to “engage with various publics”, including the 
University, the local community, and the global community. Our engagement activities 
contribute to the visibility of the Program, to collegiality, and to knowledge and awareness of 
women’s lives and the salience of gender.  In addition to the activities and initiatives detailed 
below, we engage with various publics through our website and our newsletter. The Women’s 
Studies Newsletter was revamped and given a new format two years ago.  It now contains regular 
features, interviews, photos, and news about students and faculty.  In Fall 2009, the Program 
prepared a new “communication strategy”, which includes five e-mail lists – campus-wide, 
community, national, and international – that receive our newsletter.      
 

1. University-wide activities 
 
ADVANCE-Purdue.  As noted, WOST Director Moghadam participated in the project as a Co-
PI and member of Leadership Team, responsible for policy research on work-life policies.  
Working with a SOC graduate student, she produced papers to show how institutional policies 
around maternity leave, childcare, tenure clock stoppage, and elder care could “level the 
academic playing field” between women and men and enhance women and diversity in STEM at 
Purdue and elsewhere.  
 
Network Africa.  The initiative has developed institutional relationships with Moi University 
(Kenya), Uganda Martyr’s University (Uganda), Indiana University, and the University of Notre 
Dame.  Purdue faculty members represent a host of academic disciplines including Liberal Arts, 
Library Sciences, Engineering, and Agriculture.  WOST joint faculty member Dr. Alicia Decker 
in involved in this initiative. In May 2009, Decker consulted with staff members at Cook Biotech 
about developing a fistula repair project in Uganda.  Cook is interested in donating various bio-
medical devices to surgeons in Uganda and asked Decker to conduct a feasibility assessment.  
Decker traveled to Uganda in June 2009 and successfully identified a number of potential 
collaborators. In June 2008, Decker served as a gender consultant for the “Civil Society Dialogue 
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on Male Circumcision for HIV Prevention: Implications for Women.” Sponsored by the AIDS 
Vaccine Advocacy Coalition, the event was held in Mombasa, Kenya.  
 

2. College-wide Activities  
 
The Women’s Studies Noon Lectures are now an institution and are attended by students and 
faculty across the College. Typically three lectures are organized per semester, with 
presentations by faculty, graduate students, and off-campus guest speakers.  (Please see selected 
flyers.) The Women’s Studies Film Festival takes place annually in October.  
  
Moghadam and Decker are both affiliates and members of the founding group of the Center for 
the Study and Prevention of Violence. In August 2009 Moghadam took part in the Center’s 
first activity, which was an international forum on women, violence, and war.  Along with three 
external guests, she was a member of the panel of speakers, and made a presentation on micro-, 
meso- and macro-level factors contributing to violence against women. In March-April 2011, 
Moghadam made two presentations within the framework of the College of Liberal Arts’ new 
Research Synergies seminars: one on globalization and the other on the mass social protests in 
the Arab region.  
 

3. Local and Community Engagement  
 
The Women’s Studies Program values local and community engagement for both faculty and 
students. Joint faculty members periodically deliver presentations at various local venues (e.g., 
Lafayette, West Lafayette, and Monticello Public Libraries; the YWCA) as well as support local 
initiatives through financial support or volunteerism. For example, in response to the earthquake 
in Haiti on January 12, 2010, joint faculty member Dr. Jennifer Freeman Marshall delivered a 
presentation at the "Help for Haiti: Learn What You Can Do" forum, which was organized to 
raise awareness and resources for the Haiti earthquake crisis.  The Purdue chapters of Delta 
Sigma Theta sorority and Alpha Phi Alpha fraternity and the Caribbean Student Organization 
sponsored the event, which was open to the community at large.  Her talk addressed media 
representations of Haiti, Haitian history, and the politics of gender.  In August 2011 Moghadam 
will be giving a talk on women and the Arab spring at the Monticello public library. 
 
Assistant Director Laurie Graham is especially active in the local community. She is a volunteer 
with CASA (Court Appointed Special Advocate), representing children who enter the court 
system due to domestic violence or neglect.  CASA ensures that the best interest of the child is 
presented to the court. Dr. Graham is also a member of the executive board of NAACP working 
to end discrimination in the local community. 
 
Dr. Graham’s Service Learning courses not only provide policy-oriented research experience to 
WOST majors but are also a form of engagement with the local community and an effort to 
address a public policy issue of major importance – violence against women. In Spring 2010 
Assistant Director Laurie Graham and four Women’s Studies undergraduates researched 
community organizations involved with families of domestic violence. The class collected data 
of community resources involved in preventing and addressing domestic violence; students 
interviewed staff members of community agencies in an effort to ascertain continuing and 
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additional community needs for preventing and ending DV.  The students produced a policy 
brief and public service announcement on preventing/ending domestic violence in the 
community, which was posted on the Women’s Research & Policy Center website.   
 
One of the recommendations in the policy brief was to create a class that works with women in 
the Domestic Violence Shelter, and a subset of those women who participate in a program called 
“Fresh Start.”  Fresh Start provides affordable housing for the women and their children as they 
leave their 30-day shelter stay.  Participants receive case management and support to seek 
employment or education. The students meet with the Fresh Start and Domestic Violence Shelter 
residents on a weekly basis and assist participants in securing the goods and services they need to 
survive without depending on their batterers.  Graham will continue to teach the Service 
Learning class through at least until spring 2014.    
   

4. National-level Engagement 
 
Joint faculty members of the Women’s Studies Program are both scholars of engagement and 
active participants. Moghadam, for example, attended the second United States Social Forum 
(Detroit, June 2010) and presented a paper on transnational feminist networks. In January 2011, 
she made a presentation on Muslim Women and Economic Empowerment to a group of military 
personnel from Kentucky who were to be deployed to Afghanistan on an agribusiness and 
women’s economic empowerment mission.  
 
We are active members of the National Women’s Studies Association. In 2008, 2009, and 
2010, a group of joint faculty and graduate students attended the annual meetings, presenting 
papers, networking, and being interviewed for possible jobs. We have guest-edited a special 
issue on “Women and Peace” of the NWSA Journal (Janet Afary, Berenice Carroll, Patsy 
Schweickart, 2006) and penned an introductory essay for a special issue on “Women in the 
Middle East” of the successor journal, Feminist Formations (by Director Val Moghadam, 2010).  
NWSA staff member Patti Provance took part in the “Women’s Studies North and South” 
conference at the Bellagio Center. Decker, Moghadam, and Ph.D. student Michelle Carreon will 
be making presentations about the Bellagio conference at the annual NWSA meeting, in Atlanta 
in November 2011.   
 

5. International/Global Connections 
 
The Women’s Studies Program is an active member of the Global Women’s Studies/Gender 
Research Network, which was established in 2005 when Val Moghadam was a staff member in 
the Social and Human Sciences Sector of UNESCO. It includes feminist scholars/professors and 
women’s studies departments at universities in Africa, Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean, 
North America, Europe, and Oceania. It is being broadened to include practitioners from 
transnational feminist networks. To date, participants have initiated or taken part in a number of 
collaborative activities, including three research projects, several conferences and meetings, and 
publications. The September 2011 conference in Bellagio was the latest activity.  
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Final Comments 
 
Concluding in a personal capacity, I would like to suggest that Women’s Studies should remain 
relevant to real-world concerns and respond to the many challenges confronting women around 
the globe. We need to be more mindful of the concerns of activists in the women’s movement, 
and of the great Marxian axiom: the point is not only to understand the world, but to change it.  
 
It is worth noting that theorizing is built on observations of real-world events, and the 
generalizations that are built into theory and derive from it come from extensive observations 
and from comparative and cross-national studies. Without that, theorizing becomes an 
individualized, abstruse and provincial exercise, incapable of broad application. This is where 
our connections with movements, our observations, and our interactions with informed activists 
can help us refine our analyses. What is more, Women’s Studies grew out of the women’s 
movement, and the concepts that were developed – male domination, patriarchy, women’s 
subordination, the public-private divide, care work – came from feminists’ own standpoints, 
from lived reality.30   
 
In a recent article on a “comparative politics of gender”, Aili Marie Tripp echoes some of the 
issues that motivated this conference. She cites feminist human rights activist Charlotte Bunch 
that “not enough of the theory is being related to feminist practice … the way that I see theory 
being discussed in the university often seems to ignore the concrete struggles … of most women 
in the world”.  Aili Tripp adds that this criticism may be directed more at feminist research in the 
humanities than in the social sciences, but stresses that “if the research that we do, as feminist 
educators, is going to make a difference, it needs to respond to questions that come out of 
feminist global practice, … .”31  
 
It is my view, too, that our connections to movements and to real-world concerns help to refine 
our analyses; it keeps us honest, as it were; and it contributes to meaningful social change.  This 
is why I felt we should address the pressing global issues of economic crisis and 
democratization; how these are gendered, and how feminist praxis can help resolve the problems 
of hyper-masculinity in worlds of finance and business, as well as any form of political transition 
that excludes categories such as women and minorities.  If our goal is to understand the world 
and to help change it, we need to teach our students how to use theory and methods to engage 
with processes in their countries and transnationally, how to become ethical feminist leaders, and 
the importance of respecting the work of activists.   
 
 
 
 
  

                                                
30 Here I am drawing from my paper “Feminist Activism in the Arab Region and Beyond: Linking Research to 
Policy Reform and Social Change”, prepared for delivery at the conference Knowledge – Empowerment – Politics: 
Gender Research and Women’s Grassroots Activism, Danish-Arab Research Conference, Aalborg University, 
Denmark, 13-15 May 2009. 
31 Aili Marie Tripp, “Toward a Comparative Politics of Gender Research in Which Women Matter”, Perspectives on 
Politics, vol. 8, no. 1 (March 2010): 191-98. The quotes appear on p. 193.  
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12. 
 

National Women’s Studies Association (NWSA) 
 

Patti Provance 
Deputy Director, NWSA 

 
This brief paper responds to the questions “How is women’s studies taught across the network? 
How do we integrate theory, policy, and activism in the curriculum and in co-curricular 
programming?” and will also address the critical issues facing women’s studies today.  In 
particular, this paper will focus on issues of women’s studies relationship to civic education in 
higher education as a critical issue.  While we recognize the issues that NWSA members both 
face and address are varied and diverse, this paper will focus on the issue of civic engagement as 
it relates to the theme of this convening and builds on NWSA’s current project funded by the 
Teagle Foundation. 
 
As the national professional organization in women’s and gender studies, this paper will provide 
information about the context for women’s studies programs in the United States and the role 
NWSA plays in building the field of women’s and gender studies.  This paper is drawn from 
internal organizational documents including: the NWSA website; the 2011 Conference Call for 
Proposals written primarily by NWSA President Dr. Bonnie Thornton Dill and her program co-
chair Dr. Nikol Alexander Floyd; a research project developed for the Association by Dr. Amy 
Levin, Director of Women’s Studies at Northern Illinois University; and a preliminary draft of 
the NWSA white paper “Intersecting the Liberal Arts: Rethinking the Theory-Practice 
Relationship in Women’s Studies” developed by the Teagle Working Group on Women’s 
Studies and Civic Engagement, convened by NWSA. 
 
History and Mission of National Women’s Studies Association 
Women's Studies grew out of the civil rights, women’s, and student movements in the US, and 
began in 1970 with the establishment of the first program at San Diego State University. In its 
early years the field’s teachers and scholars principally asked, “Where are the women?”  Today 
that question may seem an overly simple one, but at the time few scholars considered gender as a 
lens of analysis, and women’s voices had little representation on campus or in the curriculum.  
As contributors to Alice Ginsberg’s The Evolution of American Women’s Studies: Reflections on 
Triumphs, Controversies, and Change (Palgrave, 2007) point out, the fields’ pioneers in some 
instances met in campus women’s restrooms because they were denied traditional meeting 
spaces.  
 
NWSA was established in 1977 and is dedicated to leading the field of women's studies and 
gender studies, as well as its teaching, learning, research, and service wherever they be found.  
As a professional scholarly organization, NWSA has as one of its primary objectives promoting 
and supporting the production and dissemination of knowledge about women and gender through 
teaching, learning, research and service in academic and other settings.  Our commitments are to: 
illuminate the ways in which women’s studies are vital to education; to demonstrate the 
contributions of feminist scholarship that is comparative, global, intersectional and 
interdisciplinary to understandings of the arts, humanities, social sciences and sciences; and to 
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promote synergistic relationships between scholarship, teaching and civic engagement in 
understandings of culture and society.  Through their scholarship and pedagogy our members 
actively pursue knowledge to promote a just world in which all persons can develop to their 
fullest potential—one free from ideologies, systems of privilege or structures that oppress or 
exploit some for the advantage of others.  To achieve these objectives, NWSA works to support 
education and scholarship that includes: 
 

• Faculty, students, centers, other campus organizations, and community scholars; 
• Exchanges of regional, national, and international scholars; and  
• Critical reflection and dialogue among community organizations on the social meaning 

and use in women's and gender studies broadly conceived. 
 
The association has a long-standing commitment to building a multi-racial, multi-ethnic 
organization and programs.  NWSA is committed to building an intersectional, inclusive feminist 
organization and programs.  The conference program, faculty book prizes, and its Women of 
Color Leadership Project, among other initiatives, reflect those commitments.   
 
Today the field’s interrogation of identity, power, and privilege go far beyond the category 
“woman.”  Drawing on the feminist scholarship of U.S. and Third World women of color, 
women’s studies has made the conceptual claims and theoretical practices of intersectionality, 
which examines how categories of identity (e.g., race, class, gender, age, ability, etc.) and 
structures of inequality are mutually constituted and must continually be understood in 
relationship to one another, and transnationalism, which focuses on cultures, structures and 
relationships that are formed as a result of the flows of people and resources across geopolitical 
borders, foundations of the discipline. 
 
There are now more than 650 programs in the U.S., boasting well over 10,000 courses and an 
enrollment.   As the professional organization dedicated to leading the field of women’s and 
gender studies, the National Women’s Studies Association (NWSA) membership includes more 
than 2,000 individual and 350 institutional members working in varied specialties across the 
United States.  The field’s growth at the doctoral level also reflects the unique and specialized 
nature of women’s studies knowledge production.  Despite tight higher education budgets in 
recent years, women’s studies PhD programs continue to proliferate, with 17 programs 
established or in development, including four emerging within the past year. 
 
Annual Conference of the National Women’s Studies Association 
The Association’s main programmatic activity is an annual conference which provides a forum 
to create dialogue and collective action among women dedicated to feminist education and 
changes. The conference includes plenaries which feature a diversity of leading scholars and 
activists, and small sessions and workshops proposed by NWSA members, which are peer-
reviewed in a blind review process.   The annual conference now draws over 1,600 participants.  
Part of the reason for recent growth has been increased emphasis on providing opportunities for 
dynamic intellectual exchanges both within and beyond the annual conferences.   
 
As the intellectual thought leader of the association, NWSA’s president both presides over the 
Governing Council, which functions as the organizations Board of Directors, and serves as the 
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Chair of the Conference Program Committee.  The Chair selects a co-chair and together, with 
support from the national office, the co-chairs provide the vision for the conference program 
through the development of the themes, subthemes and call for proposals.  The call for proposals 
is designed to encourage submissions from a wide range of scholars to showcase the latest 
feminist scholarship and research in the field and to address areas which are under theorized or 
under examined in the United States.   
 
Each president serves a two year term and then one year as the past president providing the 
opportunity to develop conference themes which build upon the prior years’ discussions.  
Currently Bonnie Thornton Dill, Dean of the College of Arts and Humanities at the University of 
Maryland, College Park serves as NWSA’s President and developed the 2011 theme described 
below. Dr. Thornton Dill served as the Chair of Women’s Studies at the University of Maryland, 
College Park until August, 2011 before becoming the Dean and is also the Founding Director, 
Consortium on Race, Gender and Ethnicity.  Beverly Guy Sheftall, Director of Women’s 
Research and Resource Center, the Anna Julia Cooper Professor of English and Women’s 
Studies at Spelman College, serves as the past president. She developed the theme “Difficult 
Dialogues” and “Difficult Dialogues II” which examined “how feminist intellectual, political, 
and institutional practices cannot be adequately practiced if the politics of gender are 
conceptualized (overtly or implicitly) as superseding or transcending the politics of race, 
sexuality, social class, nation, and disability.” (CFP, 2009)    
 
The 2009 and 2010 conference themes were built on Johnnella Butler’s essays (beginning with 
her 1989 article in the Women’s Review of Books) about the contested relationship among and 
between black studies, ethnic studies, and women’s studies in the U.S. academy. Butler 
pinpointed a reluctance to engage questions of gender and sexuality in black studies and ethnic 
studies, and a reluctance to engage with questions of race and class in women’s studies.   
 
The conference theme for 2011 is “Feminist Transformations” which will examine the impact of 
feminist thought on such phenomena as social movements, knowledge production and agency; 
and in turn, examine the ways developments in thinking about those topics are influencing 
feminism and women’s studies. Of particular interest to a growing number of scholars in the 
field is the provision of a forum for examining how women’s studies as a field and feminist 
theorizing as an analytical approach are being transformed through practices that center the ideas 
and knowledge generated by intersectionality and transnationalism.  Every year the 3 ½ day 
event features more than 350 sessions highlighting the latest feminist scholarship along with two 
full-day pre-conferences to support women’s studies and women’s center directors’ professional 
development.   
 
NWSA 2011 identifies several thematic areas in which feminist transformations have been 
particularly relevant and/or require sustained dialogue: 
 

 The Politics of Crisis 
 Subverting the “Master’s” Tools? 
 Deploying Feminisms 
 Women’s Studies without Walls 
 Creative Interventions 
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The subthemes reflect NWSA’s rejection of the false divide between scholarship and activism. 
As a result, the association received proposals that focus on both theory and action beyond the 
classroom from faculty, students, and community partners in the US and internationally. 
 
NWSA Support for Scholarship 
NWSA provides additional support for scholarship beyond the annual conference.  NWSA also 
offers webinars throughout the academic year.  Webinar topics center directly on supporting 
members’ research endeavors.  For example, the spring 2011 session, “How to Write Successful 
Grants to Advance Women in Science,” featured three successful National Science Foundation 
ADVANCE grant seekers and offered webinar participants insight into the grant-seeking 
process. 
 
The Association offers three book prizes to recognize outstanding scholarship in the field: 
 

• The National Women's Studies Association/University of Illinois Press First Book Prize 
for cutting edge intersectional scholarship, whether historical or contemporary 
(Established in 2011) 

• The Sara A. Whaley Prize for junior and senior scholars on the topic of women and labor 
(Established in 2008) 

• The Gloria E. Anzaldúa prize for groundbreaking scholarship that makes significant 
multicultural contributions to women of color/transnational scholarship (Established in 
2008) 

The Association also offers several awards for excellent graduate student work, including a 
general award and awards sponsored by the Association’s Jewish, Women of Color, and Lesbian 
Caucuses. 

NWSA is committed not only to recognizing exemplary scholarship in the academy, but also to 
representing scholarship in the wider society.  For example, at the request of the White House 
Council on Women and Girls, the Association organized a meeting between Council staff and 
women’s studies scholars in November 2009.  NWSA also offered professional development 
training for members at its 2010 conference organized by The OpEd Project, whose mission is to 
expand the range of voices that appear in mainstream media outlets. 

Publications 
NWSA has produced several important research papers on the field in recent years.  For 
example, with a Ford Foundation grant, NWSA commissioned the National Opinion Research 
Center at the University of Chicago and released “A National Census of Women’s and Gender 
Studies Programs in U.S. Institutions of Higher Education” (2007).  Groundbreaking for its 
comprehensive profile of women’s studies in the United States, the report revealed that there are 
more than 650 women’s studies programs in the U.S. enrolling more than 89,000 students. 
(http://www.nwsa.org/PAD/database/downloads/NWSA_Data_Report_08.pdf   
 
NWSA Distinguished Fellow Amy K. Levin, Director of Women’s Studies at Northern Illinois 
University, authored, “Questions for a New Century: Women’s Studies and Integrative 
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Learning.”  The widely used 2007 report http://www.nwsa.org/research/assessment/)  explores 
the relationship between the accountability and assessment movements in higher education and 
women’s studies.  Dr. Levin conducted web research on multiple programs to discover common 
learning outcomes.  While these outcomes are not representative of all women’s studies 
programs, they provide an overview that will be helpful in understanding how women’s studies 
engages students in understanding theory and feminist action.  The following description is an 
excerpt from the chapter:   What Do Students Learn in Women’s Studies? Content and Skills.   
 

Students at all levels should demonstrate increasing understanding of the differences 
between sex and gender; women’s contributions to humanity; variations in women’s 
experiences; interlocking forms of oppression; situated knowledge; the social 
construction of gender; the gendered construction of knowledge; systems of privilege; 
womanism; major issues pertaining to contemporary women; key concepts in feminist 
theory; and the history of feminist activism. 

Additionally, graduates should demonstrate competence in applying cross-cultural and 
global awareness to “big questions” about gender; taking multiple perspectives; thinking 
critically about one’s self and others; recognizing sexism and racism; connecting 
knowledge; using gender as a category for analysis. 

Depending on their resources, Women’s Studies undergraduate programs also share 
certain elements: a required introductory general education class; cross-listed electives 
including courses focusing on women of color or lesbians; a required feminist theory 
class; capstones or research projects; a service learning or activism component; and 
feminist pedagogy. Graduate programs have common elements as well, including a 
required feminist theory class; feminist research methods; an extended research project or 
thesis; required courses on globalism, U.S. women of color, LGBT issues, or some 
combination thereof. (http://www.nwsa.org/research/assessment/) 

Table 2. Common learning outcomes for Women’s Studies. 

1. Baccalaureate candidates (and minors, to a lesser extent; graduate students to a greater 
extent) should be able to demonstrate knowledge of the following content/vocabulary: 

• The difference between sex and gender; shifting definitions of “woman” 
• Women’s contributions to history, culture, politics, etc. 
• Variation in women’s experiences across nations, cultures, time, class, race, etc. 
• Intersectionality of race, class, gender, ethnicity, sexuality; interlocking oppression 
• Standpoint theory; importance of location; situated knowledge 
• Social construction of gender 
• Gendered construction of knowledge and social institutions 
• White privilege, male privilege, heterosexual privilege 
• Feminism/Womanism/mestizaje 
• Waves of feminism 
• Major issues or “big questions” pertaining to contemporary women, eg. domestic 

violence, abortion, redefining motherhood 
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• Key figures and concepts in feminist theory, eg. Audre Lorde and Adrienne Rich 
• The history of women’s activism; strategies for social change.  

2. Baccalaureate candidates (and minors, to a lesser extent; graduate students to a greater 
extent) should be able to demonstrate competence in the following skill areas: 

• Applying cross-cultural and global awareness to “big questions” about women and 
gender 

• Considering an issue from multiple perspectives 
• Thinking critically 
• Constructing arguments with evidence obtained from research 
• Locating, evaluating and interpreting diverse sources, including statistics 
• Recognizing sexist/racist writing and thinking 
• Engaging in critical self-reflection, promoting self-awareness 
• Connecting knowledge and experience, theory and activism, Women’s Studies and other 

courses 
• Communicating effectively in writing and speech 
• Applying knowledge for social transformation, citizenship 
• Using gender as a category for analysis  

Table 3. Common features of Women’s Studies programs. 

Women’s Studies minors and baccalaureate programs teach skills and content through 
certain common structures: 

• A required introductory class, which often counts for general education, including 
material on the experiences of women of color and lesbians. 

• Cross listed electives, primarily in the humanities, social sciences, education, and the arts, 
including one or more courses that focus exclusively on women of color or lesbians 

• A required feminist theory class 
• Research projects at different levels using a variety of kinds of sources 
• A required capstone course or activity 
• An internship, service learning or activism component 
• Feminist pedagogy: team work or collaborative learning, student-centered classes, active 

discussions, personal writing or journals, opportunities to apply knowledge to “real 
world” situations, and a variety of kinds of assignments appropriate to individual learning 
styles.  

Women’s Studies graduate programs teach skills and content through certain common 
structures: 

• A required feminist theory class. 
• A required course in feminist research methods. 
• An extended research project, thesis, or dissertation. 
• Required courses on globalism, US women of color, or both. 
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• Cross-listed or interdisciplinary electives, which most commonly include classes on 
women in literature, LGBT issues, feminist pedagogy, and violence against women.  
(http://www.nwsa.org/research/assessment/) 

Current Project:  Intersecting the Liberal Arts:  Rethinking the Theory-Practice 
Relationship in Women’s Studies 
The Association also currently holds a grant from The Teagle Foundation intended to improve 
undergraduate learning in civic engagement  http://www.nwsa.org/projects/teagle.php  Currently 
underway, grant activities include collecting data on student attitudes toward civic engagement 
concepts and working group meetings.  Preliminary findings suggest that women’s studies 
courses are especially effective avenues for teaching critical civic engagement, including 
recognition of the systemic nature of most social problems. NWSA argues that civic learning is 
most effective when students understand how social problems emerge from interconnected 
systems of inequality and simultaneously learn how to challenge those systems.  Women’s 
studies has provided this kind of civic learning for forty years but is largely absent or 
underrepresented in the national conversation about civic learning and the future of political and 
community participation among college attendees and graduates.   
 
With funding from the Teagle Foundation, NWSA recruited faculty teaching women’s studies 
courses with a civic education component, collected syllabi, and conducted pre and post test 
surveys with over 350 students in undergraduate and graduate settings across the country in a 
variety of school environments including large public institutions to small religiously based 
institutions. 
 
The following description is an excerpt from the preliminary draft of the NWSA white paper 
“Intersecting the Liberal Arts:  Rethinking the Theory-Practice Relationship in Women’s 
Studies” developed by the Teagle Working Group on Women’s Studies and Civic Engagement, 
convened by NWSA. 
 
Context:  Higher Education in the United States 
Whereas more education has previously been associated with higher rates of civic participation, 
that trend has reversed with this generation (Finley 2010, 3). As political scientist Robert Putnam 
summarizes 50 years of research, “[b]y almost every measure, Americans’ direct engagement in 
politics and government has fallen steadily and sharply over the last generation, despite the fact 
that average levels of education—the best individual-level predictor of political participation—
have risen sharply throughout this period” (qtd. in Finley, 3-4; emphasis added).  No longer is 
higher education, in itself, a guarantee for producing “better” citizens. We suffer from a “civic 
recession,” claims a 2011 report to the nation by American Association of Colleges and 
Universities and the Global Perspective Institute and this has brought higher education to a 
“crucible moment”:  “Higher education is one means of transforming our nation to meet the 
demands of a new century.  Yet, to take on the magnitude of the challenges, colleges and 
universities must also transform themselves in the process” (“Reversing the Civic Recession” 
2011, 15).  
 
With shrinking resources, expanding class sizes, and increased public scrutiny ushering in 
uncomfortable shifts in priorities for higher education, self-transformation for something that 
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feels as idealistic (and, for many administrators and faculty, amorphous) as civic purposefulness 
can easily be dismissed as an unaffordable luxury.  
 
For over 40 years, Women’s Studies has been expanding, deepening, and complicating 
frameworks of understanding and practice that are well-suited to respond to the civic crisis. Yet 
the discipline has been often overlooked and undervalued for its potential to contribute to what 
so many institutions of higher education claim to be central to their mission.  Much more than a 
gender equity project, the discipline of Women’s Studies grapples with issues of power, 
privilege, and difference in ways that have immediate and practical insights to offer civic 
engagement endeavors in higher education contexts.  Although rarely using the language of civic 
engagement, Women’s Studies has developed model pedagogies, a vast body of scholarship, and 
a tradition of theory-informed-practice that can assist colleges and universities in their 
transformative roles as citizen educators. 
 
In sum, we assert that the discipline of Women’s Studies—its scholarly preoccupations and 
pedagogical approaches combined with its activist histories and enduring mandate for social 
justice—constitute a valuable resource for a meaningful re-dedication to higher education’s civic 
mission.   Further, the field’s decades-old discussion about the relationship between its theories 
of social transformation and their practical applications inside classrooms and beyond the 
campus offer lessons and insights upon which campus and community stakeholders can draw. 
Finally, the work of coming to terms—literally developing a common language to speak about 
the importance of civic engagement across disciplines, campus units, surrounding 
communities—is urgently required to make the Women’s Studies’ contributions intelligible 
beyond its disciplinary borders. 
 
The findings of a two-year Teagle Foundation funded project to the National Women’s Studies 
Association (NWSA) clearly demonstrate the promise of Women’s Studies’ civic engagement 
pedagogies to both the discipline’s majors and minors as well as students from other majors who 
enroll in Women’s Studies courses.  At the same time, results also indicate the potential 
advantages of a more systematic approach to civic engagement in Women’s Studies for both 
faculty and students.  Effective responses to the civic crisis already exist in higher education 
contexts and stakeholders would do well to tap into and coordinate their civic engagement efforts 
with Women’s Studies practitioners on their campuses. 
 
Why Women’s Studies?: Resources for Combating the Civic Crisis through Civic 
Engagement 
Women’s Studies provides a complex, deeply reflective, justice-oriented frame of analysis to 
experiential learning generally and civic engagement in particular.  Although perceptions of the 
discipline tend to limit it to a gender equity project, the discipline is more complex and 
expansive in its goals, areas of study, and objects of analysis, especially when considering the 
application of knowledge produced in the contemporary US academy to contexts outside of it.  
As the National Women’s Studies Association states “Women’s studies is comparative, global, 
intersectional, and interdisciplinary” (nwsa.org).  It is this unique combination of disciplinary 
characteristics that provides a firm and historically grounded basis for Women’s Studies modes 
of inquiry and practice. 
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Interdisciplinary: In a recent editorial in, Signs, one of field’s premier journals, Mary 
Hawkesworth, Chair of Women’s Studies at Rutgers University, speaks to the field’s  
 

unique way of attending to and theorizing structures of power that operate by 
demarcating certain domains as natural, accidental, or pre-political, and as such, beyond 
the reach of social intervention. By theorizing power relations that encompass 
embodiment, sexuality, and oppressive structures that permeate everyday life, whether 
they gain their purchase from culture, from tradition, or from changing local, national, 
transnational, and global practices, feminist scholarship renders the politics of difference 
and the politics of knowledge intelligible and actionable. (2011, 511) 

 
Obviously, such a knowledge/action project could not simply pivot on a single demographic 
characteristic (gender) or demand a single avenue to its goals (equality). In fact, Women’s 
Studies often has been at its most intellectually productive and politically provocative when 
raising radical questions about its own deeply embedded assumptions, a mode of reflexivity that 
permeates its scholarly and pedagogical methods. Power, privilege, and differences around race, 
sexuality, class, gender expression, embodiment, nationalism have all constituted—and in some 
cases still emerge as—“crucible moments” within Women’s Studies contexts. To be both 
“intelligible and actionable” as well as deeply reflexive about its own practices across so many 
contexts, Women’s Studies has had to be open to multiple knowledges from multiple disciplinary 
locations.  And while this long-standing commitment to interdisciplinarity carries with it a “deep 
tension”—that it can be pursued in institutions whose rigid disciplinary structures often function 
as obstacles to that commitment (Lichtenstein 2011)—it nevertheless demonstrates a kind of 
flexibility to attend to context specific knowledges and embrace opportunities to cross borders. 
Thus, this necessary interdisciplinarity fosters a creative reserve on the part of both Women’s 
Studies faculty and students as they undertake civic engagement projects, shifting from 
classroom to community and back again.  
 
Intersectional: While Simone de Beauvoir might have offered us an early critical insight about 
identity formation—that one is not born a woman but rather becomes one—Women’s Studies’ 
interrogation of the relationships between institutions and identities have gone far beyond the 
category of women.  Drawing heavily on women of color feminist analyses that go back much 
farther in history than The Second Sex,32 Women’s Studies has made the conceptual claims and 
theoretical practices of intersectionality a foundation of the discipline. As Bonnie Thornton Dill 
and Ruth Enid Zambara, professors at University of Maryland’s Women’s Studies Department 
put it in their recent anthology, intersectional analysis “begins with the experiences of groups 
that occupy multiple social locations and find approaches and ideas that focus on the complexity 
rather than the singularity of human experience…by examining relationships and interactions 
between multiple axes of identity and multiple dimensions of social organizations—at the same 
time (2009, 3-4).  
 
Whether civically engaged students are running a mentoring group at a local junior high school, 
taking a leadership role on a collaborative media project to promote a neighborhood community 
center, or staffing a rape crisis center hotline, students will encounter differences that demand 
                                                
32 See Beverly Guy-Sheftall’s 1995 anthology, Words of Fire, for speeches, documents, and writings that 
trace African American feminist thought back to the 1830s. 
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thoughtful and effective negotiation. Intersectionality provides a rigorous and highly transferable 
method for students to utilize as they are called upon to think critically about identity formations 
and thereby act effectually in new or unfamiliar contexts.  
 
Comparative: Whereas intersectionality seeks to capture the complexities of identity formations, 
comparative approaches within Women’s Studies emphasize the work of seeing mutually 
constituative relationships between—and building communities of mutual interests across—
differences.  Chandra Talpade Mohanty, Professor and Chair of Women’s and Gender Studies at 
Syracuse University, argues that in comparative frameworks “[w]hat is emphasized are relations 
of mutuality, co-responsibility, and common interests.... Differences and commonalities thus 
exist in relation and tension with each other in all contexts” (2003, 242).  Through comparative 
methods, then, the interconnectedness—local and global, colonizer and colonized, privilege and 
deprivation—are brought into relation with one another.  This illustrates what she calls the 
“common differences” approach to analysis and solidarity work in which we can “tell alternate 
stories of difference, culture, power, and agency [through] a more cross-cultural lens” (2003, 
244).  Women’s Studies strives to tell alternate stories by maintaining a dynamic (and, again, 
interdisciplinary and reflective) analysis that dictates a simultaneity of foci (e.g., individual 
experience, institutional power, historical contingencies) and a multiplicity of critical lenses 
which emphasize difference without capitulating to divisions or hierarchies. The project of Black 
Women’s Studies, for instance, offers an example of striving to tell alternate stories that may 
emphasize and/or more fully articulate particular experiences, perspectives, and texts but 
nevertheless exist in relation and tension to the stories that Women’s Studies tells about itself. 
Comparative Women’s Studies, therefore, offers an extremely powerful approach to apathetic or 
alienating responses that more common cultural discourses of individual achievement (or failure) 
and self-invention often produce when students cross borders or encounter difference.  
 
Global: Because of its emphases of interdisciplinary, intersectional, and comparative approaches 
to scholarship and teaching, Women’s Studies has constituted an extremely fertile location for 
fostering global perspectives on knowledge production and application. Simultaneously taking 
up and critiquing earlier notions of “global sisterhood,” Women’s Studies has sought to develop 
transnational approaches to thinking about gender that both draw on and extend theories of 
power, privilege and differences across national boundaries and through global processes, 
politics, and environments. As noted by Iderpal Grewal (Professor and Chair of Women’s, 
Gender, and Sexuality Studies at Yale University) and Caren Kaplan (Professor of Women and 
Gender Studies and Chair of Cultural Studies at University of California, Davis), in their 
introductory textbook for Women’s Studies students, the attempt is to bring “Women's Studies 
into an era of globalization by connecting women’s issues in the United States to women’s issues 
elsewhere…[and showing] how colonialism and imperialism, as they spread across the world, 
shaped ideas about gender as much as other modern phenomena” Thinking through global 
perspectives shifts understanding of local issues. Yet, in an ongoing effort to reflect on the ways 
in which location affects knowledge production in the academy, Chandra Mohanty, along with 
Jacqui Alexander, Professor of Women’s and Gender Studies at University of Toronto, demands 
that Women’s Studies always inquire “When is the transnational a normativizing gesture – and 
when does it perform a radical, decolonizing function?” (2010, 24). To focus students’ attention 
on the ways in which global processes, past and present, have an impact on their understandings 
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of themselves in the world—no matter how “worldly” they may think themselves to be—offers 
fresh perspectives on how local communities might be understood as well.   
 
In short, from its inception nearly forty years ago, Women’s Studies pioneered innovative 
scholarship and pedagogies through what has now become a unique set of highly productive 
frameworks: interdisciplinary, intersectional, comparative, and global. These frameworks can 
engage students both within and beyond the classroom, especially as institutions of higher 
education seek to shape students as engaged citizens.   
 
Such efforts grow organically from the field’s roots in the civil rights, student, and women’s 
movements of the 1960s and 70s.  Yet the field’s ongoing contributions to fostering civic 
engagement are especially important and timely today, as higher education grapples with its role 
in strengthening democratic society, preparing students for a diverse global workplace, and 
justifying the growing debt burden many students face when they graduate.   
 
Women’s studies has key lessons to offer about fostering civic engagement in meaningful terms 
that will  

• deepen student learning in the college setting 

• Contribute respectfully to communities in which they become involved. 

• produce lifelong civic leaders, and  

“The field’s ability to point to the systems and structures that underpin social problems provide 
students with an opportunity to understand their civic responsibility reflectively and in ways that 
can contribute to lifelong civic leadership. By becoming more conversant on issues of access, 
power, diversity, and inequality (ideas that are embedded within the pedagogy of women’s 
studies courses) students are better prepared to take on leadership roles in a wide range of civic 
and community capacities.” (Frameworks 5). 
  
Entering this project, the working group recognized that the field’s contributions to civic 
engagement were neither well recognized nor understood within women’s studies or in the 
academy broadly speaking.  One important aim of this project, therefore is both to highlight 
those contributions and also better understand how women’s studies can improve civic 
engagement learning outcomes.  We argue that civic learning is most effective when students 
understand how social problems emerge from interconnected systems of inequality and 
simultaneously learn how to challenge those systems.  We highlight the social justice 
frameworks that underpin our argument and distinguish it from “community service,” where 
issues of power and privilege typically go unquestioned. 
 
The results of the surveys, faculty self-reflections, and syllabi are currently being analyzed and 
the working group is formulating recommendations and best practices in civic education in 
women’s and gender studies.  The Association is seeking additional funding to develop:  
 
(1) Case studies of successful partnerships between women’s studies departments and 
community organizations; (2) Online course book for faculty and administrators; (3) a training 
manual for nonprofit community leaders.  
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Further, NWSA seeks to reframe the conversation around women’s studies by developing a 
toolkit with recommendations to effectively position women’s studies as a valued contributor to 
the current thinking and practice around college students’ civic engagement.  NWSA continues 
to seek opportunities to enter the national conversation about women’s studies unique and 
transformative role in civic education as a social justice approach to the current crisis in higher 
education. 
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13. 
 

Troubled Times, Privileging Agency and Women’s Studies in Canada 
 

Linda Briskin, Professor, Social Science Department/School of Women’s Studies, 
York University, Canada (lbriskin@yorku.ca) 

 
This paper presents an overview of the School of Women’s Studies (SWS) at York University, 
the largest program in Canada. It then addresses integrating activism into women’s studies 
programs, an issue of concern at the conference on Women’s Studies North and South. It frames 
the exploration of activism inside women’s studies with a broader discussion of the Canadian 
context, and some of the challenges facing women’s studies in Canada today. This framing helps 
to provide a deeper rationale for encouraging activism in women’s studies, and links to 
conference themes which addressed the economic crisis, democratization, social and economic 
rights and a feminist political economy.  
 
“Privileging agency” is a way to re-envision the women’s studies project. This approach 
recommends incorporating a focus on women's organizing as a subject of study, and activist 
learning into all WS courses.   
  
1. CANADIAN CONTEXT 
 
Valentine Moghadam notes that “by the 1990s there was, in general, less attention to legal, 
policy, and social justice issues than to matters of theory … Preliminary research finds that while 
Women’s Studies programs in the Global South address grassroots activism, legal and policy 
issues, the programs in the Global North often focus on cultural processes to unpack gender 
inequalities.” However, as she goes on to point out, “there are differences in the Global North, 
with more attention to issues of the welfare state and economic opportunity in the Nordic 
countries and the U.K. than is the case in the U.S.”33  Canada can also be differentiated from the 
United States, especially given its stronger tradition of socialist feminism which has affected the 
character not only of the women’s movement but also of women’s studies.  
 
Socialist feminism has been part of the autonomous women's movement as a named politic since 
the beginning of the second wave of the women's movement in Canada.34 Socialist feminist 
theory and practice inside the Canadian women’s movement helped to facilitate a recognition of 
diversity and differences in power among women; to encourage a very broad definition of issues 
relevant to women; to promote a strategy of participatory mass action; and to build coalitions 
with allies outside of the women's movement -- in the trade union movement and among other 
progressive forces.35 

                                                
33 From the conference proposal  Women’s Studies North and South.  
34. In the Introduction to the 1972 anthology Women Unite, the editors comment: “Canadian women more uniformly 
developed an analysis of their oppression based on a class notion of society” (p. 10). 
35 The autonomous nature of socialist feminism in Canada presents a sharp contrast to the situation in many western 
industrialized countries where socialist feminism has been connected to the organized left or labour party 
formations, especially in countries where there are large parliamentary communist, socialist or labour parties. In 
such countries, socialist feminism has often been forced to contend with clarifying its organizational, ideological and 
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In Canada, despite or perhaps because of its autonomous character, socialist feminism has had a 
significant impact not only on the women’s movement, but also on left politics. As Findlay, 
Cunningham and Silva argued in an early overview of left organizing in Canada: “Some would 
see this perspective [socialist-feminism] ... as the single most important factor shaping the 
politics of the left in the last two decades. But at the same time, this new development has 
provided positive direction to processes that have shaped feminism and gay politics, the politics 
of social movements, and the political agenda and structure of the trade union movement” (1988, 
p. 12).  
 
The politics of the community-based women’s movement, then, have not been overly 
individualistic, inspired, in part, by an autonomous and activist socialist feminist politic. These 
politics have influenced the original shape of Women’s Studies in Canada. Sadly, attacks on and 
subsequent destabilizing of community-based women’s movements by right-wing governments 
have weakened ties between the community-based women’s movements and women’s studies, 
and also diluted the influence of socialist feminist politics inside women’s studies. 
 
Another Canadian-specific reality is worth noting. Given racial and ethnic diversity, regional 
diversity, language diversity, all of which are framed within the context of debates about Quebec 
as a distinct society, and about the right of First Nations peoples to self-government, diversity is 
mainstreamed in the Canadian political context. Further, in legal and policy contexts, 'equity' has 
a difference-sensitive meaning (from the important 1984 Abella Commission on Equality in 
Employment). It has been used to acknowledge that sometimes equality means ignoring 
differences and treating women and men the same, and sometimes equality means recognizing 
differences and treating women and men differently. Equity, then. refers to what is fair under the 
circumstances (also called substantive equality). Such an approach to equity is embedded in the 
Canadian Charter of Rights. In Canada, then, 'difference' itself is privileged and as a result, the 
space for essentialist discourses is somewhat reduced. This is not meant to imply that struggles 
over difference in community-based women’s movements or in women’s studies do not exist but 
rather to identify the larger context in which they occur. 
 
 
2. WOMEN’S STUDIES (WS) IN CANADA 
 
Women’s Studies courses were first offered in Canada in the 1970s.  
 

“In the early 1970s, activist scholars at several universities in Canada began developing 
and teaching Women’s Studies courses. Some were offered for credit, some not; some 
were team taught, others were taught by individual faculty members. Some were 

                                                                                                                                                       
strategic relationship to these formations. These discussions and negotiations have often dominated the discourse of 
socialist feminism and contributed to its low profile inside autonomous women's movements. See, for example, 
Rowbotham, Segal and Wainwright (1981). See also Monica Threlfall’s comments on the Spanish women’s 
movement (1985). She discusses the situation after the fall of the Franco regime in which the left attempted to 
hegemonize the newly emerging women's movement.  “Within the women's movement ... opinions divided over the 
question of doble militancia, of whether women should spend their time being activists in a political party as well as 
in a women's group” (p. 46). 
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interdisciplinary, while others were developed within existing departments, such as 
Sociology, Psychology, English, French, Economics, and History.” 36 

 
Given a very lengthy history, and significant regional differences, this paper does not include a 
narrative of WS in Canada. However, there is an excellent on-line chronology of women’s 
studies in Canada (from 1970-2002).37 A current listing of programs across Canada is available 
on the website of The Canadian Women's Studies Association/ L'association Canadienne des 
études sur les femmes.38 The CWSA was founded in 1982 as a Canadian-wide, bilingual 
association of Women's Studies practitioners. “It is composed largely of academic faculty across 
Canada, in addition to graduate and undergraduate students, community activists, and policy 
researchers -- but is open to everyone who supports its mission and goals ... The goals of the 
CWSA/ACEF are to promote and foster Women's Studies as an academic field and to build a 
network of Women's Studies practitioners across Canada.”39  
 
York University has the largest program in Canada – the School of Women’s Studies (SWS). Its 
unique “school” status crosses many faculties (Liberal Arts & Professional Studies, the Faculty 
of Environmental Studies, the Faculty of Fine Arts and the Faculty of Health as well as the 
bilingual Glendon College), and facilitates interdisciplinarity. In 2011, the SWS had twelve full-
time faculty and thirteen cross-appointed faculty and offered 150 courses at the undergraduate 
and graduate levels, some cross-listed with other departments. It also offers undergraduate 
programs in both English and French, and houses an undergraduate program in Sexuality Studies 
– one of only two in Canada.40 
 

SCHOOL OF WOMEN’S STUDIES, YORK UNVERSITY (CANADA) 
Think! Critique! Create! Act! Transform! 
Women’s Studies is an interdisciplinary field of study that explores relations of power in the lives of 
individuals, groups and cultures in multiple settings and sites locally and transnationally. Our challenging 
courses on women and gender analyze constructions and intersections of gender, race, class, age, ability 
and sexuality in popular culture, everyday life, the arts, the sciences, politics, societies, and the economy. 
We encourage students to engage individually and collectively in the transformative processes of feminist 
scholarship, practices and politics. Women’s Studies students develop the practical, theoretical, 
communications, and organization skills to think, write, conduct research and act critically and creatively. 
http://www.yorku.ca/laps/wmst/ 
 

The Graduate Program, which started in 1992, was the first in Canada to offer a graduate degree 
in Women’s Studies. The SWS has graduate programs for full and part-time students, at both the 
MA and PhD level. 
  

                                                
36 http://www.unb.ca/PAR-L/chronology.htm 
37 Ibid. 
38 http://www.yorku.ca/cwsaacef/womens_studies_academic.html 
39 http://www.yorku.ca/cwsaacef/index.html 
40 http://www.yorku.ca/laps/wmst/sxst/; For the listing of undergraduate graduate courses for 2011-12, see 
http://www.yorku.ca/laps/wmst/courses.html 
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“The Graduate Program is fundamentally interdisciplinary in formation and practice. One 
of our primary goals is to develop and apply a feminist analytical perspective to teaching 
and research on women and gender as they intersect with sexuality, race, ethnicity, class, 
ability, and age. A second goal is to provide rigorous interdisciplinary training that 
provides students with the tools to enact social transformation in theory and praxis and 
enables students to conduct research and analysis both within and outside academia.”41 
 

The Graduate Program is organized around seven interrelated fields of specialization which 
foreground the intersections of women and/or gender/s with sexuality, race, ethnicity, class, 
ability, and age.  
 

1. Cultural and Literary Studies, Performance and Fine Arts 
2. Diaspora, Transnational and Global Studies 
3. Histories  
4. Politics, Economies and Societies 
5. Race 
6. Sexualities 
7. Theories and Methods 

 
The Centre for Feminist Research/ Le centre de recherches féministes (CFR) was established in 
1991. It promotes feminist activities and collaborative research at York University and works to 
establish research linkages between York scholars and local, national, international and 
transnational communities. CFR “carries out its mandate by supporting individual and 
collaborative research, developing research materials, communicating research results, providing 
opportunities and training for graduate students, fostering relationships with community 
organizations and government personnel, and through hosting visiting scholars from outside the 
university nationally and internationally.”42 See Box 1 for current research projects. 
 
The School of Women’s Studies offers certificate programs43 and a bridging program for women 
in the community who want to upgrade their writing and speaking skills, and explore the 
possibility of university study.44 It publishes a bilingual journal Canadian Woman Studies/les 
cahier de la femmes.45 It has a dedicated women’s studies library (the Nellie Langford Rowell 
Library)46, an Institute for Feminist Legal Studies,47 and for francophone women, the Institut de 

                                                
41 http://www.yorku.ca/gradwmst/index.html 
42 http://www.yorku.ca/cfr/ 
43 http://www.yorku.ca/laps/wmst/certificate.html 
44 “The course material … focuses on issues and concerns pertinent to women and women's studies. Over the years, 
topics have included women's work, representations of women in the media, issues of ethnicity and equity, the 
construction of gender and women's sexuality. Participants have found the material relevant to their lives, and the 
open, supportive atmosphere essential to their individual growth, self-esteem, and academic self-confidence” 
<http://www.yorku.ca/laps/wmst/bridging_program.html>. See also Newman and O’Reilly (2006) which analyses 
and celebrates 25 years of the Bridging Program.  
45 http://www.yorku.ca/cwscf/ 
46 http://www.yorku.ca/nlrowell/ 
47 The Institute for Feminist Legal Studies was established at Osgoode Hall Law School in February 1990, through 
the efforts of more than one hundred women lawyers, legal academics and law students who sought to achieve 
recognition for women's ongoing struggle in and with the law. Since that time, the Institute has served as a focus for 
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leadership social et communautaire des femmes.48 Graduate students have organized the 
GWSSA (Graduate Women’s Studies Student Association) through which they select student 
members to sit on all graduate program committees. There is also an Undergraduate Sexuality 
Studies Association and Undergraduate Women’s Studies Students Association.  
 

Structure and Discipline 
 

Like women’s studies programs in many countries, in Canada there have been ongoing struggles 
about structural issues, in particular, the amount of resources and number of faculty afforded to 
WS programs, the struggle to build programs with largely part-time or cross-appointed faculty, 
and the limits of program status but the difficulty of attaining departmental status. The size of the 
SWS at York University is exceptional, and most programs in Canada are considerably smaller. 
 
The sometimes-divisive debates around what constitutes the body of knowledge for WS have 
also been widespread. These discussions have engaged with the dis/advantages of constituting 
WS as a separate and unique discipline, and explored the challenges of incorporating 
multidisciplinary, interdisciplinary (which cross over and re-define disciplinary borders), and 
transdisciplinary approaches (which seek to go beyond disciplinary paradigms) into research, 
teaching and curricular design. 
 
In many, perhaps most Canadian universities, the expanding scope and mission of WS, the 
widening of subjects of study, and the dedication to intersectionality have been expressed 
through struggles over re-naming programs and departments. Many have moved away from the 
singular ‘women’s studies’ to variations on ‘gender, sexuality and women’s studies’. For 
example, after a year-long and often-charged discussion, in May 2011, the School of Women’s 
Studies at York University became the School of Gender, Sexuality and Women’s Studies. The 
Graduate Program voted to change its name to the Graduate Program in Gender, Feminist and 
Women’s Studies, and the undergraduate program is now called the Gender and Women’s Studies 
Program. A few programs in Canada no longer include “women” in their names.  
 
 Troubled Times 
 
In Canada, the ground is shifting for university women's studies programs. Many departments 
and disciplines now offer courses on women, and integrate gender into their courses. The 
boundaries between the disciplines are becoming more permeable, and interdisciplinarity is 
increasingly mainstreamed. As reflected in the name changes, intersectional theorizing is 
challenging the traditional framing of “women's” studies.  
 
At the same time, the promotion of the university-corporate nexus, attacks on the mission of the 
academy, especially in the area of the liberal arts, and the neoliberal invocation of a clientalist 
and consumerist attitude to post-secondary education are widespread. Equity-seeking around 

                                                                                                                                                       
collaboration on feminist legal studies through its support and promotion of research, creative discussion and 
teaching of feminist legal issues. http://www.yorku.ca/laps/wmst/resources_campus.html 
48 This centre provides resources for francophone women, links with francophone feminist groups and access to 
documentation on a wide variety of current women's issues especially government documents and reports. 
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organizational practices, affirmative action and curricular development faces mounting 
challenges. These trajectories are undermining the credibility, legitimacy, resourcing and 
positioning of Women's Studies. An instructive case is the 2009 closing of the women’s studies 
program at the University of Guelph (Ontario) despite considerable protest. The program was 
apparently sacrificed in the name of “fiscal belt-tightening” but “in reality, it saved only 0.17 
percent of the university’s budget shortfall” (Bondy, 2010, p.18).  Professor Helen Hoy, the 
former co-ordinator of the program commented: “Having tried to use money as the reason, and 
finding it was quite a limp explanation, [the administration] moved to arguments about it being 
outdated and at an impasse” (quoted in Bondy, 2010, p. 18). 
 

Box 1: Current CFR Research Projects 

Women In Conflict Zones Network (WICZNET)49  
The Network works to develop spaces that allow for dialogue concerning theory, empirical knowledge 
and policy development in the area of gender and militarized conflict.  
 
The Feminist Journals Network (FJN) 
25 journals from more than 20 countries including the three main academic and popular journals in 
Canada: Atlantis, Canadian Woman Studies and Recherches feministes. 

Penetrating Neoliberalism: Changing Relations of Gender, Race, Ability and Class 
This project brings together researchers to investigate the ways in which more than twenty years of 
neoliberal policies have reconfigured the patterns of daily life.  

CEDAW and the Status of Women in Ontario 
A network of Ontario women's groups to produce an Ontario-focused "shadow" NGO report to be 
submitted to the UN treaty body relating to Canada's obligations under the Convention on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW).  

Gender and Public Policy http://genderandpublicpolicy.blogspot.com/ A network of faculty and PhD 
students discuss work in progress and to review current public policy issues. It prepared a statement in 
response to the recent federal budget and has set up a blog on the CFR website to make its analyses 
available and to invite on-line discussion.50 
 
In the larger context, globalization, neo-liberalism, and the intensification of radical 
individualism are limiting access to university education, legitimizing attacks on equality-
seeking by marginalized groups, and re-shaping the practice and meaning of citizenship. 
Undoubtedly, the current situation is also generating new kinds of organizing, as evidenced in 
protests around the environment, globalization and world trade, and in the development of 
transnational, union and third-wave feminisms.  
 
 
 

                                                
49 www.yorku.ca/wicz 
50 http://genderandpublicpolicy.blogspot.com/ 
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Media Attacks in 2010 
 

The context of the closing of the WS program at the University of Guelph, and name changes in 
other programs prompted some egregious, even shocking, attacks on Women’s Studies in the 
Canadian media in 2010, the first on the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC), Canada’s 
public broadcaster, and the second in the National Post, a right-wing national newspaper.  
 

Editorial “Women’s Studies is still with us.” National Post (26 January 2010) 51 
 
“If the reports are to be believed, Women’s Studies programs are disappearing at many Canadian 
universities. Forgive us for being skeptical. We would wave good-bye without shedding a tear, but we are 
pretty sure these angry, divisive and dubious programs are simply being renamed to make them appear 
less controversial. The radical feminism behind these courses has done untold damage to families, our 
court systems, labour laws, constitutional freedoms and even the ordinary relations between men and 
women. Women’s Studies courses have taught that all women — or nearly all — are victims and nearly 
all men are victimizers. Their professors have argued, with some success, that rights should be granted 
not to individuals alone, but to whole classes of people, too. This has led to employment equity — hiring 
quotas based on one’s gender or race rather than on an objective assessment of individual talents … 
[T]here would be little of rational worth left even if Women’s Studies were to disappear … While we’d 
like to cheer and say ‘Good riddance,’ we’re certain such celebration would be premature.” 
 

The CBC radio segment (12 January 2010) featured two newspaper columnists, one of whom 
was from the National Post. It did not include a women’s studies professor. Post columnist 
Barbara Kay claimed that women’s studies is “hopelessly biased” and raised particular concerns 
that WS encouraged “students to take their work out of the classroom and into their 
communities” and participate “in political action” (recounted in Cole, 2010, p. 15).52 Such 
comments raised the decades-old argument that women’s studies is ideological rather than 
academic, and implicitly invoked the widely-disputed notion of scholarly objectivity. 
Undoubtedly all university curricula are ideological, in some contexts more explicitly and openly 
than others. Amongst a wealth of letters in response to these attacks, many took on the false 
binary between activism and academics.  
 

“Whether we teach in women’s studies or in other fields throughout the academy, 
feminist scholars and teachers should not have to apologize for motivating many students 
to work toward social change, but nor does activism supplant the main pedagogical goals 
of facilitating complex critical thinking.” Gillian Creese, Director, Centre for Women’s & 
Gender Studies, University of British Columbia53 

 

“Women’s Studies and feminist scholarship is about giving students the conceptual tools 
to understand the society and the world in which they find themselves; to give them the 

                                                
51 http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/fullcomment/archive/2010/01/26/national-post-editorial-board-women-
s-studies-is-still-with-us.aspx 
52 The audio broadcast is available at http://www.cbc.ca/thecurrent/episode/2010/01/12/january-12-2010/ 
 
53 http://www.yorku.ca/cwsaacef/CBCCurrentWSletters.doc 
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intellectual skills and confidence to critically analyze their experiences and the 
experiences of their classmates and communities; and to give them the grounding on 
which to help construct a better society. We train engineers to build bridges and roads; 
medical professionals to help the sick and prevent illness; and women’s studies graduates 
to enable our society’s social, political and economic institutions to function with greater 
efficiency, effectiveness, equality and inclusiveness.” Hans Rollmann, Doctoral Studies 
Women’s Studies York University54 
 

The current situation, both inside and outside the university, creates pressure on women's studies 
to re-define its mandate. Simultaneously women's studies, given its history on the margins, is 
well-positioned to respond in innovative ways. The early discussions about how women’s studies 
would be the educational arm of the women’s movement did not take full account of the 
institutional pressures on the emergent programs in women’s studies, and the difficulties finding 
the resources and the political will to maintain active links with community-based women’s 
movements and organizations. Nevertheless, I continue to believe that women’s studies can offer 
a vehicle to promote not only consciousness, but also activism. In fact, I would argue that 
privileging agency offers a way to invigorate women's studies programmes and classrooms and 
should be central to re-visioning women’s studies in these troubled times. This approach can also 
inspire students, a not insignificant achievement in the current context where equity gains are 
under serious attack and demoralization, disempowerment, disengagement and antagonism to 
‘politics’ are often the norms among students.  
 
3. PRIVILEGING AGENCY: A STRATEGY FOR WOMEN'S STUDIES IN TROUBLED 
TIMES 
 
In my work on the women’s studies project, I have focused on feminist pedagogical practices, 
and agency and activism.55 I would argue that in these troubled times, both are critical to the 
advancement of women’s studies. Although it is beyond the scope of this paper to look more 
closely at feminist pedagogies, suffice it to say that the language of feminist pedagogy in the 
singular is, in my view, problematic.56  In fact, just as there are multiple feminisms, so there are 
also multiple feminist pedagogies. Asking what anti-racist feminist pedagogies, liberal feminist 
pedagogies, socialist feminist pedagogies, queer pedagogies or intersectional feminist 
pedagogies look like opens up potentially innovative ways of thinking about feminist 
pedagogical practices. Such an approach also highlights the link between the practice of 
                                                
54  http://www.yorku.ca/cwsaacef/CBCCurrentWSletters.doc 
55 I started teaching WS in the 1970s, the first a course on the History of Women in 1972 at Loyola College (now 
part of Concordia University) in Montreal. At that time I was also teaching high school where I was committed to 
both politicized pedagogical practices and incorporating issues of power and discrimination into all subject matter. 
In 1978, I began teaching women’s studies and English at Sheridan College in Ontario. In 1986, I was the first 
person hired on the tenure stream to teach women’s studies in the Faculty of Arts at York University. I am part of 
that generation, then, that never took any women’s studies courses but rather helped to develop them. I came to the 
project of women’s studies, university teaching and feminist research as a socialist feminist activist, and an activist 
educator, positionings which continue to influence my vision.  
56 My own work has focused on analysing and strategizing about the negotiation of power inside classrooms, and 
about patterns of speaking and silence, also infused with power. In addition to analysing and theorizing power and 
silence, I have developed some concrete pro-active strategies for intervening into classroom dynamics. For example, 
see Briskin, 1994, 1998a, and 2001. 
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feminisms and pedagogical practices. Positioning multiple feminist pedagogies within larger 
feminist political projects moves away from a narrow focus on techniques, and toward 
empowerment and agency. 
 
Privileging agency in the women's studies curriculum and classroom enhances the relevance of 
women's studies, helps to re-envision its mandate and carve out a unique space in the academy, 
and inspires students to redefine themselves as political actors. Through classroom practice and 
in recent scholarly work, I have examined two interrelated ways of privileging agency. The first 
focuses on women's organizing as a subject of study and also argues that a curricular focus on 
women's organizing offers a unique vehicle to teach about the meaning of fluid identities, and 
the importance of contextual and historical analysis. The second considers activist learning and 
reflects on the value of practicums/ internships, and the possibilities of interventionist course 
assignments.  
 
 Unpacking the Concept of Agency 
 
The concept of agency refers to the ability to act to shape one's own life, to resist victimization, 
and to improve the communities and societies in which we live. Two threads are key to 
unpacking the concept of agency: i) the relationship between agency and structure; and ii) the 
dynamic tensions between individual and collective agency. A focus on agency starts from the 
recognition of structural constraints but at the same time acknowledges that some degree of 
agency is always possible. This approach resonates with Marx's understanding that humans make 
history but not in circumstances of their own choosing. 
 
The issues of individual and collective agency are more tangled. In the most limited sense, 
individual agency is often linked to taking charge of one’s life, having a life plan, and making 
effective personal choices. In fact,  what might be called an ideology of individualism, prevalent 
in Western countries, focuses on individuals changing themselves as the solution to social 
problems. For example, commonsense thinking, promoted by right wing governments and 
employers, promotes the view that improving individual educational qualifications, that is, 
increasing one’s human capital, is not only the key to self-improvement, but also a  solution to 
poverty and pay inequities. 
 
Individualism, then, prizes the rights of individuals over collective or group rights, presupposes 
meritocracy, conflates social progress with individual advancement, disavows the significance of 
social identities and thus assumes that “any group requiring special help must in some way be 
deficient” (Noon, 2010, p. 735). Commonsense Western thinking takes for granted that 
individual and collective rights are in conflict. Individualism is often confused with the 
development of individual potential, and the promotion of individuality is assumed to depend on 
individualism. A cluster of student values and attitudes, especially common among first year 
students, are coincident with their abiding commitments to individualism: negative stereotypes of 
feminists, activists and organizing; political pessimism; a deep-seated belief to meritocracy; and 
a dedication to commonsense naturalism and biologism.  
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The conceptualization of agency invoked in the following discussion does appreciate forms of 
individual agency but moves beyond this frame to highlight individuals as political actors. 
Undoubtedly individuals can make a political difference as Helen Keller (1880-1968), the first 
deaf blind person to graduate from college, and an American author, activist and lecturer 
commented so aptly: “I am only one, but I am still one; I cannot do everything, but still I can do 
something; and because I cannot do everything, I will not refuse to do the something that I can 
do.” Women’s Studies courses can encourage students to recognize and validate their individual 
agency as political actors. 

At the same time, it is worth problematizing the common belief that agency begins with personal 
transformation. In fact, it may well be that acting to change the communities in which we live is 
a key source of personal transformation. Concomitantly privileging agency in women’s studies 
programs needs to highlight the significance, possibility and necessity of collective agency, at 
minimum to counter widespread individualism, and antagonism to collective action. 
 
This approach to agency both reflects and resists dominant Western notions. But it may well be 
less applicable in other cultures. In intensely nationalist contexts, resisting nationalism may rest 
on invoking the individual. Cockburn’s notion of “coerced identities” may offer a relevant 
framework. She examines the often-coercive and always essentializing nature of collective 
identities in nationalist struggles: “Many (sometimes it seems most) identity processes are 
coercive. We are labeled, named, known by identities that confine us, regulate us and reduce our 
complexity. The subtleties in our sense of self are difficult to convey in the terms available to us. 
We often feel misunderstood and misrepresented” (1998, p. 216). Similarly, in countries where 
the oppression of collective identities based on religion and gender is widespread, highlighting 
individual identities may well be central to both personal and collective agency.57  
 
 Studying Women’s Organizing58 
 
Women's organizing as a subject of study privileges agency and provides a new way to work 
with students around the complex intersections of theory, practice and experience. Positioning 
the study of women’s organizing as pivotal in all women’s studies courses is the curricular 
counterpoint to internships, practicums, experiential learning and activism. 
 
I have initiated and taught both a graduate and undergraduate course on Women Organizing in 
the School of Women's Studies at York University. I was prompted to introduce the 
undergraduate course because of inadequate background on women's organizing among the 
students in my fourth-year Feminist Theories class. Without this kind of preparation, students 
found it difficult to contextualize theoretical works, and to assess theory in relationship to its 
implications (often buried) for making change. Now I believe that specific courses on and the 
integrating material about women’s organizing into all courses can revitalize women's studies 
programs.  

                                                
57 Comments by and conversations with Shanti Thambiah, Eun-Shil Kim and Dima Dabbous-Sensenig at the 
Conference on Women’s Studies North and South  held in Bellagio (Italy) in September 2011 were helpful in 
clarifying this point. 
58 This section draws extensively on Briskin (2004). 
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WOMEN ORGANIZING: COURSE DESCRIPTION 
Women have a long and remarkable history of organizing to resist oppression, expand their rights as 
women and citizens, protect their families and communities, defend traditional values, and change their 
societies. They have organized in, through and against revolutionary, nationalist and transnational 
movements, trade unions, autonomous women's movements and mainstream political institutions; states, 
schools, workplaces, communities, and religious institutions; public and private spaces; and issues and 
identities. This course documents women's organizing in historical and contemporary contexts, and 
analyzes and assesses strategies. Specifically, it considers second and third wave feminist organizing; 
maternalist organizing; organizing for economic justice; women's engagement with the state and 
government around representation and public policy; organizational strategies, such as separate structures, 
democratization and cyber-feminism; women's involvement in international and transnational 
movements; and anti-feminist organizing. The impact on organizing of diversities based on gender, class, 
racialization, ability and sexuality and the potential of coalition politics as a strategic response are major 
themes.  

 

Why a focus on women’s organizing? In the first instance, the study of women's organizing 
challenges students' political pessimism and encourages them to believe in the possibilities for 
change. What women have been able to accomplish even within terrible constraints helps to 
clarify the dialectic between agency and structure (Wharton, 1991), and highlights the fact that 
some degree of agency is always possible. Further, students come to see that resistance and 
organizing re-configure possibilities, and unsettle and weaken repressive forces.  
 
The wealth and breadth of women's organizing, some feminist, some not, also re-positions 
activism from a marginal to a mainstream activity. For those students who have internalized 
negative stereotypes of feminists, activists and organizing, this represents an important shift. 
Engagement with this material also helps students to redefine their perceptions of what 
constitutes politics, and to deconstruct those ideologies which confine the political to the 
electoral. They can then recognize that “not being political”, a stance many of them claim with a 
certain vigour, does not represent neutrality. This process encourages students to understand 
themselves as political actors. 
 
Second, women's studies courses function as vehicles for consciousness raising (CR). Kelly, 
Radford and Scanlon (2000) argue that, in the UK, as the numbers of women's groups and 
popular publications have decreased, “academic women's studies is becoming the primary route 
of access to knowledge about and potential involvement in the women's movement”(9). This is 
also true in the Canadian context. Although it is my view that we need to problematize a focus 
on personal experience, self disclosure and “opinions” in an academic context (Briskin, 1998b), 
women's studies classes do function, to some extent, like the CR groups of the second wave. 
However, unlike CR groups, they are not usually designed to stimulate the transformation of 
personal insight into political activity. This paper argues that the CR function should be re-
politicized and that WS should pro-actively highlight, teach about and encourage activism. 
 
Third, although the study of women's organizing does not focus solely on organizing for 
women's rights, students are often shocked to discover how much they have taken for granted 
about their liberal citizenship rights: access to abortion, the right to vote, to own property, to 



 132 

control their own wages, to go to medical school, to have custody of their children, among 
others. These revelations open up a useful discussion about the citizenship rights currently under 
attack and serve to problematize ideas about “progress”. 
 
Students often internalize the naturalization of progress: the commonsense belief in a linear 
movement towards equality. An ideology that things will naturally get better makes social justice 
organizing less necessary and less acceptable. Of course, the history of women's organizing 
demonstrates a much more contradictory movement toward improvement for women and 
challenges students' assumptions that what has been won is inviolate. Deconstructing “progress” 
highlights its fragility and simultaneously the importance of women's agency. It underscores the 
reality that social justice in the future is possible but not inevitable. 
 
Furthermore, once “progress” is interrogated, it is also possible to take on the “ethics of 
progress” embedded in modernist assumptions, for example, “the implication that countries that 
are more economically developed (in the sense of capitalist markets) are, for that very reason, 
farther along the path to the rational human ideal of progress and equality than other countries. 
This suggests that a paternalistic relationship between Northern and Southern countries is 
ethically justified” (Ferguson, 1998, p. 97). Such paternalism (or maternalism) prompts a 
missionary attitude among students expressed in the desire to rescue Third World women, and 
simultaneously in the refusal to problematize the role of the North in producing the economic 
conditions in the south (Hase, 2001).  
 
Fourth, the literature on women's organizing helps students envision alternatives to the current 
economic and political configurations. Dominant ideologies encourage students to feel that what 
exists is natural and as result, no alternatives are possible.59 Fifth, courses on women's organizing 
are a small laboratory to examine some of the issues that are raised in course material: about 
organizational strategies, about dealing with diversity, and about inclusivity and democracy. 
Linking these debates directly to classroom practices provides important learning moments. 
Finally, and perhaps counter-intuitively, studying women’s organizing (and acting in the world 
to make change) offer unique opportunities to demonstrate the relevance and importance of 
debates in often inaccessible feminist theories. In a 2004 article, I explored how the study of 
women's organizing provides entry points into theoretical discussions about: (i) contextual and 
historical analysis, (ii) the importance of strategic relativism, (iii) the difference between identity 
politics and strategic alliances, and (iv) the construction of identities through coalition and 
negotiation.  
 
In addition to mounting specific courses on women’s organizing, I suggest that the study of 
women’s organizing should be included in all women’s studies courses. For example, in a 
literature course, issues of women’s organizing around literacy could be explored; in a science 

                                                
59.William Carroll (2001: 7) links the view that 'there is no alternative', first espoused by Margaret Thatcher with the 
neoliberal championing of “the end of history”. He argues that the “obduracy of the present globalized capitalist 
order depends for its persuasive power upon two kinds of practices that de-historicize our world. One represents 
certain human relations as unalterable facts of nature -- this is the phenomenon of reification. The other secures 
popular consent to a specific way of life by representing it as normative and universal, with the effect that dissent 
appears at odds with the common sense of our world -- this is the phenomenon of hegemony.” 



 133 

course, organizing to open science, maths and medicine to women; and in a course on women’s 
health, women’s actions to make birth control available.  
 

Experiential Education 

The second approach to privileging agency is through activist learning. This discussion begins by 
clarifying the language and conceptual frames used to talk about course-related activities outside 
of classrooms. Experiential education is currently the language of choice to describe “any 
structured learning experience outside the traditional classroom” (Bojar and Naples, 2002, p. 3). 
At York University, experiential education (EE) is seen as “a form of engaged learning that 
blends theory and coursework with practical, hands on experience”60 and takes three distinct 
forms: “In-class Experiential Education:  Learning through Project Consultation”,  “Community 
Based Learning (CBL): Bridging the Community with the Classroom” and “Community Service 
Learning (CSL): Serving the Community through Outreach and Engagement” (see Box 2). 61  
 
However, some forms of experiential learning may not lend themselves to social justice goals. 
Pearson (1999) usefully distinguishes between service learning and community development.  
 

“Service is typical of agencies, does not change the structure of society, and meets the 
needs of people according to what the caregiver, an 'expert' in this service area, thinks is 
best ... Unfortunately, it usually just perpetuates the inequality and privileges of the 
caregiver who, it is assumed, has superior resources and knowledge ... In most service-
learning ... projects, the instructor and the students have no interest in initiating changes 
in social or economic power. Fitting neatly with academia's goal of creating experts 
through higher levels of learning, they assume the students are merely providing services 
to those less fortunate than themselves.”   

 
Service learning projects “start with the expertise and resources that the students bring to the 
community” (101-2). In contrast, Pearson characterizes community development “as an approach 
that assumes that the people in a community best understand their own problems and the 
solutions that will work for them. Community development uses techniques of popular education 
and democratic learning circles in which all members are both learners and teachers, and it is 
assumed that all bring valuable knowledge to the table” (102-3).62 In a parallel argument, Lewis 
compares the “charity model” to the “social justice model” of service learning. “The social 
justice model is community-based, views the community as a partner, empowers the community 
while simultaneously advocating student learning, and views society through a conflict model in 

                                                
60 http://www.yorku.ca/laps/ee/index.html 
61 These kinds of programs at universities and colleges in Canada and the US are widespread. For example, in the 
US, Campus Contact is a national coalition of more than 1,100 colleges and “who are committed to fulfilling the 
civic purposes of higher education …  [It] promotes public and community service that develops students’ 
citizenship skills, helps campuses forge effective community partnerships, and provides resources and training for 
faculty seeking to integrate civic and community-based learning into the curriculum … These institutions put into 
practice the ideal of civic engagement by sharing knowledge and resources with their communities, creating local 
development initiatives, and supporting service and service-learning efforts.” http://www.compact.org/ 
62 Christiansen-Ruffman (1997:115) contrasts field based learning in Women's Studies to the pre-professional 
placements and co-op education programs. She sees the latter as more focused on job-related skills rather than on the 
goals of learning, reflecting, theorizing and praxis.  
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which social structures need transformation. This model acknowledges oppressive inequalities” 
(quoted in Bubriski and Semaan, 2009, p. 93).  
 

BOX 2: EXPERIENTIAL EDUCATION AT YORK UNIVERSITY, CANADA 
http://www.yorku.ca/laps/ee/index.html 
 
In-class Experiential Education:  Learning through Project Consultation  
Students pursuing In-class Experiential Education work in small groups to undertake applied projects 
with both NFPs (not for profits) and for profit organizations. Using key concepts learned in class, students 
put their skills to work on a variety of endeavors, including strengthening marketing plans, assisting with 
HR initiatives, addressing accounting needs, and pinpointing sources of social and ethnic conflict and 
suggesting alternatives. Small teams are matched with organizations to research, examine and make 
valuable recommendations that each organization can implement. 
  
Community Based Learning (CBL): Bridging the Community with the Classroom 
Students taking courses with a Community Based Learning (CBL) component are engaged in 
collaborative problem solving with community partners. This type of learning blends theory, course work 
and hands on experience. Community partners are invited to the classrooms to explore a problem, 
question, or area of research interest with small student teams. This provides students with the 
opportunity to accomplish academic requirements through on-the-ground issues and concerns, while 
providing NFP's the chance to obtain fresh ideas around contemporary issues and concerns. 
  
Community Service Learning (CSL): Serving the Community through Outreach and Engagement  
Students participating in the Community Service Learning (CSL) program refine and broaden their 
academic experience through a variety of short-term community placements. This is a type of field 
experience which is tightly tied to the curriculum and has a distinct focus of enabling a not for profit 
organization to better achieve its goals, while enhancing students' knowledge of community and academic 
matters. Each placement generally lasts up to 40 hours per semester, and students are expected to 
regularly document and discuss their accomplishments and insights at regular points across the semester.  
 
Experiential Education and Activist Learning in Women’s Studies 
 
Somewhat counter intuitively, even as “problem-solving learning and internship programs have 
received renewed legitimacy within the academy”, activist learning initiatives in women’s 
studies are “often viewed with suspicion” (Naples, 2002, p.  387). The goal of social change 
embedded in women’s studies initiatives is undoubtedly a key factor in the heightened suspicion. 
Certainly, such a goal offers a sharp contrast to service learning which focuses on “acts of  
charity rather than acts of social change” (Bubriski and Semaan, 2009,  p. 93). 
 
A colleague at an Ontario University recounted the resistance to a new curricular initiative for a “a young 
feminisms course in which activism will be a key component. That is, students would have to apply what 
they had learned from reading about feminist activism in a sphere of work or politics or family life in 
which they were already invested. Despite the fact that we already have other courses in which activism is 
a clear component of the course objectives and evaluation schemes (eg: placements in women's 
community organizations), it was initially rejected at the humanities council … because the chair insisted 
that students should not be required to take up an ideological position like 'feminism' in the form of 
activism … as a condition of evaluation.”63   
                                                
63 Email correspondence, 20 Feb 2008. Colleague requested anonymity.  
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The desire to maintain and reclaim women’s studies as a vehicle for social change have 
prompted increased interest in experiential education via practicums, placements and internships. 
The 2000 Resource Guide For Women's Studies Practica: Students Linking Academe and 
Community (Estable, Meyer with Ng) prepared for Canadian Research Institute on the 
Advancement of Women (CRIAW)64 offers the most recent overview of the Canadian situation. 
In the discussion of what students learned through practicums, the CRIAW Guide emphasizes 
learning “rooted in real experience, in comparison to learning that takes place exclusively in an 
academic setting” (29); “raising individual consciousness and increasing awareness around many 
feminist concerns” (30); “developing 'practical life-skills and basic work experience” (32); and 
“discovering how to establish working relationships across class and racial differences” (31).  
 
Although the CRIAW guide does not speak directly to increasing students' sense of their own 
agency, one can probably take for granted that this occurred, at least to some extent, in all 
placements (although it is an issue worthy of some research). Undoubtedly, such practicums 
offer a wide range of pedagogical and political possibilities, for students and for women's studies 
programmes. They help to establish links to a variety of sites which impact on women's lives, 
and build institutional and activist relationships between the community-based women's 
movement and women's studies. They are also “an essential tool for advancing feminist 
knowledge creation” (Estable, Meyer with Ng, 2000, p. 88).  
 
However, given the cutbacks of the last decades, many women's organizations do not have the 
resources to adequately train and supervise practicum students; many are so short of resources 
that they may find themselves using students as free clerical labour. “[F]or a lot of feminist 
organizations, a lot of poorly supervised students seeking practicums would present an 
intolerable burden” (McKenna, 1997, p. 128). Bubriski and Semaan (2009) also point to the fact 
that in the US, which is also true in Canada, many women’s organizations, in particular, those 
who work on domestic violence, have faced serious restrictions on advocacy as a result of their 
dependence on government funding: “With those funds came strings which forced battered 
women’s agencies to focus on providing professionalized services and banned certain political 
activities” (95). Furthermore, “when the students went into their community agencies to ask what 
these organizations needed, not one agency described an activist project for them to be involved 
with” (97). Finally, many women's studies programs do not have the resources to set up and 
supervise practicum programs with external organizations, and in cases where they do, might be 
able to accommodate only small numbers of students. Undoubtedly, practicums and internships 
require institutional resources on the part of both  university and community partners. 
 
As a result of these constraints, alternative approaches are important. What I call “activist 
learning” focuses on students seeking to make change in their own communities -- work, peer, 
family, community, and university, and the spaces they inhabit such as classrooms, shopping 
malls, workplaces, fast food restaurants, and buses/subway. This approach offers a contrast to 
practicums and service learning which often encourage students to go into other communities to 
provide assistance and expertise, and/or to gain experience. 
 

                                                
64 http://criaw-icref.ca/ 
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Further, much, although not all, of the discussion about experiential education and service 
learning assumes a divide between the university and the community. Yet the university is made 
up of multiple communities struggling for voice (evidenced in the development of women's 
studies itself, and in the on-going debates about equity and academic freedom). It is a site of 
activism and political practice (expressed in a variety of ways, not the least of which are the 
numerous strikes by unionized full-time and contract faculty, graduate students and staff in 
recent years), and an arena in which to negotiate relationships across class, race, gender, ability 
and sexuality. So the practicum goal to transform “the theory of women's studies into the 
practice of community activism” (Estable, Meyer with Ng, 2000, p. 30) is possible on university 
and college campuses. Complexifying the view of the university and challenging the binary of 
activist and academic, community and academy, then, opens up a discussion of activist learning 
in women's studies that is not necessarily linked to a practicum experience. 
 
The more modest forms of activist learning I suggest below are also important given the student 
cohort. In my experience, most students, including those in women’s studies, lack experience in 
social movements, have internalised the commonsense naturalism which implies inevitability 
about social organization, understand little about the macrostructural realities of inequalities, 
have an unquestioned commitment to individualism and meritocracy, and have few skills to 
envision alternatives to current social configurations. Sending students into communities not 
their own can exacerbate some of these views. Hondagneu-Sotelo and Raskoff conclude that 
“Students in service learning courses without prior understanding of social inequalities on a 
structural level may create racist conclusions about the population(s) they’re serving. Students 
often view social problems though a culturally deterministic approach or see them as the product 
of individual character deficiencies” (referenced in Bubriski and Semaan, 2009, p. 93). 
 
Yet, it is also the case that upper-year Women’s Studies students often feel they should be doing 
something to address the inequalities women face and frequently complain that their university 
education is not relevant. In my view, activist learning projects offer clear applications for what 
students are learning, empower students as change agents, and make the value and relevance of 
macro-theorizing visible. In fact, activist practice in Women’s Studies can support and deepen 
theoretical understandings. Paradoxically, the increase in experiential education initiatives and 
applied programs in universities has been sadly coincident, at least in the Canadian context, with 
unprecedented attacks by university administrations on the liberal arts and critical theorizing. 
 

Embedding agency and activism in Women’s Studies assignments 
 
Given the limits and difficulties with practicum-based approaches and service learning, I have 
struggled with operationalizing an alternative practice of activist learning in my Women's 
Studies courses. Here I share a few of the modest and accessible approaches. In order to move 
beyond a curricular emphasis on organizing to a more applied one in my course on Women 
Organizing, I developed a project on “Organizing a Political Intervention”, the goal of which 
was for groups of students to organize and analyse a political intervention. This project, which 
offers an opportunity to bridge the activist and the academic, has been very successful, indeed 
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transformative for those students who choose this option over the more conventional essay 
assignment which was also available to them.65 I describe this assignment to students as follows:  
“Action projects make connections between theory (what we think), practice (what we do), and 
reflection (how our experiences impact what we know).”  And further,  
 

“The goal is not just for your group to join or help organize events that are already 
happening. Rather your group should decide on a political intervention to organize. For 
example, you might decide that you wish to organize an event for International Women's 
Day (IWD) which targets women students in the Faculty of Science or first year women 
students; to organize dialogues between white and black women for Black History 
Month; to organize events to publicize an initiative of the women's movement and 
perhaps to set up a York organizing committee; to plan forums to publicize Canada's 
commitments to women under the United Nations Treaties it has signed. These are just 
some examples.” 
 

First students develop a contract around the goal of their political intervention; second, they 
research the area of intervention, interview activists, develop a plan of action and write a report. 
After their intervention, they do a class presentation and write a group evaluation. The 
instructions for the assignment emphasize that students will not be marked on the success of their 
action but on their thoughtful planning, their class presentation, and their written reflections on 
it. 
 
This assignment underscores the important of process:  
 

“Effective interventions are built on the foundation of strong and co-operative group 
work. Groups include members with different perspectives, personalities, degrees of 
commitment as well as different academic abilities. Learning to work with these 
differences is an important skill and working effectively with groups is a critical part of 
any political practice. Do not underestimate the importance of group process to the 
success of your intervention.”  
 

Both in their class presentation and in their final group evaluation, students are asked to 
comment on their group process as an instance of organizing and to assess how effectively their 
group functioned in respect to leadership, communication and decision-making. Unlike a 
practicum where students enter into an already-existing group, in this assignment students 
constitute their own group and experience both organization and organizing in microcosm. 
Projects such as these require considerably fewer faculty and community resources than a formal 
practicum. 
 
One of the students who worked on a project to expose the lack of wheelchair accessibility in the 
York University Fine Arts building sent me an email commenting on her experience with the 
single word “Awesome!' When the news came that, as a result of their organizing, the university 
administration was planning an additional elevator, another student wrote, “I am speechless ... It 
                                                
65 I recently came across the description of “a community action project’ for women’s studies students which is 
strikingly similar to mine. See Naples, 2002. 
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is amazing what six women can do with a petition.”  To the delight of the students and myself, 
three projects that same year -- on the Fair Share campaign to increase funding to Canadian 
women's groups, on labour standards for homeworkers in Canada, and on accessibility -- were 
written up in the York student newspaper Excalibur.  
 
Another effective project introduced students to lobbying strategy and the writing of advocacy 
letters.66 This assignment focused on the defence of provocation in Canadian law which allows 
those convicted of homicides, often men who have brutally murdered their ex-wives, to claim 
they were provoked by the victim, and thus to receive reduced sentences.67 At the time of this 
intervention, the Canadian Justice Minister was considering changing the law. Based on our 
discussions, each student wrote a letter to the Prime Minister, the Justice Minister and/or the 
Secretary of State for Women's Issues during class time. The students all eventually received 
replies, much to their surprise. Although form letters, the replies from each politician were 
different and this too generated an interesting discussion. Following this project, a group of 
students and myself wrote an article about it for Jurisfemme: Newsletter of the National 
Association of Women and the Law.68 
 
In another example, the activist learning was not part of the planned curriculum but a 
spontaneous experience of re-directing student anger toward agency.  Some years ago, in my 
fourth-year Feminist Thought class, when I returned assignments in which students had theorized 
the construction of themselves as gendered, raced and classed subjects in the university, the room 
was filled with an almost palpable although puzzling resentment. What emerged was that 
students felt very angry about coming to “know” and reinterpret their university experience. 
When they acknowledged the ways in which, as white women, black women and women of 
colour, their experiences, knowledge, concerns and questions had been marginalized, many felt 
cheated of a full university education. The students' hostility was initially directed at me but 
through discussion was collectivized and politicized. Out of this energy, a group of students took 
responsibility to construct an article titled “Gender, Power and Silence in the Classroom” based 
on students' essays.69 Its publication was an empowering moment for both the students and 
myself. Sent across Canada to all Women's Studies Programs, the article generated a very 
positive response. It continues to be one of the few pieces on these issues written entirely in 
student voices.  
 
Over the years, I have also attempted a variety of similar protest projects in a large first year 
class on “Women and Society” (200 students). Students were given a choice to engage in a 
protest, that is, “to challenge and/or protest an incident or pattern of sexism, racism and/or 
homophobia”, or participate in an act defying gender norms, that is, “to step (ever so slightly) 
across gender boundaries and to act for a brief moment in a way that is contrary to others’ and/or 

                                                
66 Another assignment which incorporates advocacy letters was assigned to my first year students in a large lecture 
course on Women and Society. As part of  their involvement in the women’s economic equality campaign sponsored 
by the Canadian Labour Congress, students had to write their Member of Parliament. The assignment can be found 
at <http://www.yorku.ca/lbriskin/courses/1185/assignment2.htm>. 
67 http://www.nawl.ca/en/allissues/violence-against-women/defenceprovocation 
68 http://www.nawl.ca/ns/en/jf_summer03_en.html 
69. It was originally published in the March 1991 issue of the York student paper Lexicon. It has now been reprinted: see 
Fleming et al, 2001.  
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your own gender expectations in order to upset the normal functioning of gender.”70 After the 
first try with this assignment, what became clear was that first year students had great difficulty 
imagining either gender defiance or protest, likely connected to students not seeing themselves as 
agents, not believing that the world can be changed by social intervention, and not having a 
vision of an alternative way of organizing everyday life. Subsequent revisions to the assignment 
added a section on imagining (see Box 3). 
 
  
Box 3: IMAGINING   
 
You may have difficulty imagining a protest or gender defiance. You may not be used to challenging the 
gender order, and perhaps you have little experience of acting as an agent and trying to change the world 
around you.  
 
 EXERCISE  
Make a list of all the arenas in which you live your life. So, for example, family, school (classrooms, 
student centre), work, shopping mall, buses/subway etc. 
 
i) Gender Defiance 
Identify a gender expectation that operates in each arena. Or to put it another way, consider the moments 
when gender norms are enforced, regulated and policed, often unconsciously. For example, in some of 
your families, daughters might be expected to do considerably more housework than sons, thus 
reinforcing the norm that domestic labour  is women's work. Once you have identified a gender 
expectation, ask how you might challenge it. In the housework example, you might take out the garbage 
(if this is your brother's responsibility) and not do the dishes. Witness the responses of family members.  
 
ii) Protest 
 Begin by listing a variety of examples of racism, sexism and homophobia that have been directed at you 
or that you have witnessed, for example, at work, in the subway, at a club. For each example, try to 
identify what would need to change in order to address this discrimination. What might you do to effect 
such a change? For a protest around housework, your goal is to change the division of labour in your 
family. You might raise this issue at a family dinner and indicate that you will no longer do more than 
your brother. Or you might make a picket sign which says “Division of Labour Unfair: On Strike For 
Fairness” and refuse to do your chores until there is a change. In this example, the 'protest' is an attempt to 
change the actual way that housework is organized.   
 
From “Action Assignment”, Women and Society, York University (Canada) 
 
 Impact Studies 
 
A scholarly literature exists which describes intervention projects in WS. Rose (1989) outlines a 
protest project through which she hoped to “motivate students to strive for social, as well as 
personal, change.” She required students to “protest sexism, racism, homophobia, or any other 
'ism' related to feminist thought in one situation.” Students discussed their ideas in class and 
wrote a paper describing their action and feelings about it. She notes: “Even students dedicated 
to feminist goals may lack the experience and skills required to translate their commitment into 
action”(486). Rose identified three merits of this assignment: “First, it helped students translate 
vague dissatisfaction about 'the way things are' into specific issues and targets ... Second, 

                                                
70 The idea for a gender violation assignment was prompted by Shattuck, McDaniel and Temple (1999). 
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planning a protest, even if it is only letter writing, teaches students political strategy ... The third 
advantage.. was its effect on student's feeling of efficacy. Even when a student did not achieve 
the outcome she desired or did not receive any response to her actions, the act of protest was 
empowering” (488-489). Rose concludes that making the protest a course requirement 
legitimized political action as a form of “scholarship and provided opportunities for putting 
theory into action” (490). 
 
In response to an assignment called “theory-practice pedagogy” developed by Kimmich (1999), 
one of her students said, “What was so great was that I found hope. I learned what I could do 
about all of these problems” (65). Kimmich notes that many students “came to see themselves as 
capable subjects” and concludes that the assignment “gave many students a confidence and 
authority whose transformative potential I cannot even begin to measure” (65). 
 
Assessment of many of these projects, including my own, is anecdotal. However, Peet and Reed 
(1999) who also use an activist project did a content analysis of the self-reflection papers which 
asked students to comment on the following question: “Do you see yourself as actively 
confronting oppression … either now or in the future?” They examined papers from 100 students 
-- fifty of whom chose the action project and fifty who did a conventional research project. Their 
results are instructive:  
 
 “Of the fifty students who did not complete an action ... twenty-six said they felt 

empowered but expressed confusion about how to act on their new perceptions and 
feelings. Fifteen students stated that they did not see themselves confronting injustice 
directly ...  However, forty-three of the forty-nine students who completed the action 
project stated that they felt empowered and offered examples of how they intended to use 
their new knowledge and experience from the course” (31).  

 

Although students who did the action project might already have been activist-inclined, the 
results are still striking. Peet and Reed conclude: “They [the students] begin to see others and 
themselves not as passive recipients of historical moments but as social actors that create, shape 
and give meaning to the world around them” (23).  In another qualitative study of fifteen 
students who participated in a mandatory community organization project (for example, 
conducting a rape awareness campaign, lobbying at a state legislature, community education on 
housing etc), Galambos and Hughes (2001) examined, through focus groups and written surveys, 
the impact of community activism on the personal development of female social work students. 
They concluded that the project “appeared to have a clear influence on [students'] perceptions of 
themselves as effective leaders and team members. Many emphasized their belief that they had 
made a difference” (29). This study was also interested in collaborative leadership:  
 

“When asked to describe the benefits of this project, those working collaboratively 
mentioned the unity of purpose, common goals, learning and working as a team, and the 
focus on getting things done ... In contrast, when the activities were individual efforts or 
coordinated by a strong somewhat autocratic leader, the participants experienced 
frustration with disorganization, minor details, and interpersonal conflicts. When asked 
about the strongest aspects of this project, the participants in these situations focused only 
on outcomes rather than interaction and team work” (29). 
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The range of activist learning activities which will enhance students' sense of agency is limitless. 
I am intrigued by the possibilities of senior women's studies students offering workshops on 
feminism or women's studies to students in their first year (Yaffe, 1997) and in local high 
schools and community centres; by students organizing actions through theatre and towering 
graffiti on overheads in order to interrupt business-as-usual in public campus spaces (Ellsworth, 
1992); or by students publicizing women's movement campaigns on campus such as my students 
did around the Fair Share campaign.71 All of these activities reveal to students their 
unproblematized assumptions about how change occurs, and invite them to re-configure these 
understandings based on their own political practice. 
 
Undoubtedly, many feminist faculty and many WS programs have integrated forms of activist 
learning into their courses. I am suggesting that such learning needs to be a central rather than 
peripheral part of women's studies programs. Sharon Leder et al (1999) argue that women's 
studies has depoliticized and that “political action is no longer integral to women's studies in the 
way it was in the ... 1970s.” Without systematic research, I would not want to make such claims 
about Canadian women's studies but it is worth noting that the early political struggles in WS 
were often to legitimize the study of women, and to resource WS programs.72 Indeed, the very 
act of naming and analysing women's experience was considered transgressive. To what extent 
there was activist learning in the Canadian women's studies curriculum in the early years of 
program development is a different question. Perhaps the radical edge for women's studies in the 
new millennium will be a turn (toward or back) in this direction. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
In Canada, courses in Women's Studies, especially introductory ones which focus on women's 
experience may inadvertently encourage a view of women as victims, and heighten students' 
sense of powerlessness. Many young women do not experience themselves as victims.  However,  
as students explore the discrimination and violence women face, many feel discouraged and 
disempowered. They are unsettled by the challenge that women's studies poses to many of their 
world views. Their resistance to WS curriculum is not surprising, and in fact, it may be a form of 
agency and reflect a willingness to challenge authority. At the same time, it often accommodates 

                                                
71. Another relevant literature is on participatory action research. Developing PAR projects, especially for graduate 
students, is a critical form of agency-based learning. See, for example, Naples, 1998; Phillips, 1997: Reitsma-Street, 
1996; and Ristock and Pennell, 1996. 
72.As part of the Canadian Women's Studies Project and based on questionnaires to all faculty who had ever taught one 
credit course in women's studies or from a feminist perspective, Rhonda Lenton (1990) tried to answer two questions: 
“Are later generations of feminist scholars less committed to the feminist movement?” and “Have women's/feminist 
studies been depoliticized ... or do they continue to serve as a tool for social change in Canada?” Given that her latest 
data is from 1988, a new study needs to look again at this questions. However, it is interesting that she finds significant 
differences between her first generation of feminist academics (teaching before 1975) and the group which began 
teaching in 1985. The earlier generation was much more likely to rank political motivations as the most important 
reason for teaching in the area ... the later generations were more like to rank 'subject area was of interest to me' and 
desire to improve/challenge mainstream theories. She also found that earlier generations were more politically 
motivated and had more ties to political and grassroots organizations (63). It would be interesting to examine the views 
of the current generation of WS and feminist faculty, and to undertake research to assess to what extent the current 
backlash to feminisms, struggles around political correctness, corporate intrusion in the university are re-politicizing 
Women's Studies programs and faculty. 
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dominant ideologies about feminisms and post-liberation, neo-liberal attacks on special interest 
groups, and radical individualism. 
 
However, it continues to be the case that documentation and analysis of the on-going 
discrimination faced by women and girls are relatively unavailable. High schools, also facing 
cutbacks, do little to prepare young women for what they will face. The media not only gives 
voice to anti-feminism but also promotes the image of a post-liberation era, despite the 
increasing exploitation of women as paid and unpaid workers. These factors exacerbate the 
pressure on feminist faculty to sharply underscore the problems women face.  
 
An inspiring exception: The Miss G Project began in January 2005 as “the somewhat naive dream of a 
few students at the University of Western Ontario … They decided that what they were learning in 
university Women's & Gender Studies classes and in their experiences of activism was eye-opening and 
life-changing and should have a place at the high school level. They named the project for the 
unidentified "Miss G" and began distributing a one-page photocopied demand for an introductory Gender 
Studies course in the Ontario Secondary School curriculum ... Today, the Miss G Project has grown into a 
province-wide movement for equity in education. In 2008, the Ministry of Education committed to 
offering Gender Studies as part of the new (revised) Social Sciences and Humanities curriculum.”73 
 
Integrating a study of women’s organizing and a practice of advocacy and activism into 
Women's Studies classrooms balances the reality of women's victimization against the practice 
of women as agents. Privileging agency helps to re-position activism from a marginal to a 
mainstream activity, challenges individualism, encourages students to understand and experience 
themselves as political actors and change agents, and contributes to empowering them to resist in 
their everyday lives. For those students who have internalized negative stereotypes of feminists, 
activists and organizing, this represents an important shift. Activist interventions help students to 
see that change is possible – both on a large scale and in everyday life, and challenge student 
resignation and pessimism. A balanced focus on agency and victimization will help students 
develop an informed resistance which may encourage them to interrupt hegemonic coherence, 
disorganize consent, and unsettle everyday commonsense. Incorporating the study of women’s 
organizing, and advocacy and activism assignments into all women’s studies courses also 
provide ways to work with students around the complex intersections of theory, practice and 
experience.  
 
Privileging agency offers unlimited possibilities for reconfiguring WS, advancing social justice, 
enhancing the relevance of academic studies, building links across social identities, and 
developing ties with communities both inside and outside universities.  

                                                
73 http://www.wix.com/themissgproject/index_new#!about-the-project 
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Graciela Di Marco 
Professor of Democratisation, Citizenship and Human Rights 

CEDEHU’s Director. 
 

The purpose of this paper is to present the bases, objectives and activities of CEDEHU;  and the 
Master’s Degree in Human Rights and Social Policy, created from the results of research, 
teaching experience, and expertise related to the connection between theory, public policies and 
activism,  from the perspective of women's rights developed by the staff of the Centre. 
 
A) CENTRE OF STUDIES ON DEMOCRATISATION AND HUMAN RIGHTS. 
UNSAM-CEDEHU- 
 
The Centre of the Studies on Democratisation and Human Rights (Centro de Estudios sobre 
Democratización y Derechos Humanos- CEDEHU) at the UNSAM School of Humanities 
constitutes the framework for the development of research, transfer, evaluation, and consultancy 
activities as well as actions of continuing education and concurring dissemination on issues of 
Human Rights, Democratisation, and Social Policies from the perspective of women’s, 
children’s, and adolescents’ rights. 
 
The CEDEHU gathers the experience acquired since 2000 regarding various aspects of 
Democratisation and Human Rights. Such experience has been translated into research projects, 
publications, graduate seminars, courses and lectures by outstanding local and foreign 
academics, and transfer and consultancy activities in support of Graduate Studies in Human 
Rights and Social Policies.  
 
Since 2005, el CEDEHU has been a member of UNESCO Network of Women's Studies and 
Gender Research (WS / GR). Its objectives are to promote the participation of institutions 
conducting research in Africa, Latin America, North America, Central America, the Arab region 
and Asia; to strengthen academic cooperation on gender and women's studies; to promote South-
South and North-South cooperation in this field; to support and incorporate international 
normative instruments on issues related to women / gender, such as the Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW). This network includes 
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feminist scholars, and departments of women’s studies of universities in Africa, Asia, Latin 
America and the Caribbean, North America, Europe and Oceania. 
 
The Interuniversity Network of Gender Studies, Democratisation and Human Rights was 
established in 2008, sponsored by the Centre for the Studies on Democracy and Human Rights 
(CEDEHU), and the Interdisciplinary Institute for Women's Studies, at the Universidad de La 
Pampa. Its objectives are: to strengthen Comparative Studies on Gender, Democratisation and 
Human Rights and to build up the nexus between research and the design of public policies. It 
was supported by the Program for the Promotion of the University of Argentina (PPUA), 
Ministry of Education, and the International Development Research Centre (IDRC) of Canada. 
 
In 2009 CEDEHU and other Centres from Latin American universities organized the Inter 
Universities Network in Human Rights and Democratisation in Latin America and the Caribbean  
 
Foundation 
Social Democratisation emphasizes participative mechanisms that foster changes against 
authoritarianism, power inequity, and the unfair distribution of resources in public and private 
institutions. It likewise deals with processes that facilitate the integration of subordinate groups 
that have been ignored or displaced because of gender, age, ethnic group, and other issues.  
 
The human rights approach encourages advocacy of women’s and girls’ rights and of equality 
between the genders. Therefore, the core of this approach is gender equality and childhood and 
adolescence rights within a framework that furthers an articulation between the ethics of care and 
the ethics of rights. 
 
The approach described is the backbone of the Centre’s ruling principles and guides both the 
research and the interventions to be carried out, supported by the complexity of a vision that 
addresses the simultaneity of rights and the enlargement of citizenship. 
 
Gender specification of human rights is acknowledged in CEDAW (The Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women), adopted by the United Nations 
Organisation in 1979. The specification of human rights as from the moment of birth is 
documented in the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC, 1989).  
 
The orientation proposed, based on the rights of social actors, introduces a new manner of 
approaching human rights. The novelty lies in the understanding that information and 
comprehension are only a step toward working on human rights in everyday practices. This 
marks a shift from an international conventions-and-covenants stance and gives way to a view 
based on subjects of rights and their relations. This is why a combination between the ethics of 
justice and the ethics of care/responsibility has been considered, since such combination enables 
us to approach the efficacy of rights in the appropriate social spaces. 
 
Acknowledgement and practice of rights are shaped by civil society struggles in an effort to 
achieve the enlargement of citizenship. Such struggles show the tensions between formal 
constructs and daily realities; in other words, rights stem from the particular contexts and 
histories of the different societies and are constructed through collective action. 
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OBJECTIVES 
 
The Centre of Studies on Democratisation and Human Rights (CEDEHU) intends to: 

1.  Do research and make theoretical and empirical contributions to the field of rights and 
social Democratisation, with special emphasis on gender equality and on the rights of 
children and adolescents. 

2.  Provide training in Democratisation and Human Rights issues, seeking to achieve a 
balance between a high academic level and an ethic and political commitment to 
democratic values. 

3.  Promote and defend Human Rights. 
4.  Collaborate with social and governmental actors in the formulation of plans, programs, 

projects, and social interventions that may aid achievement of Human Rights and social 
Democratisation. 

 
I- RESEARCH AREA  
 
The CEDEHU develops three research lines: 
1. Social Movement, Democratisation and Citizenship: 
2. Social Policies, Gender Equality and Children’s Rights. 
3-Gender and work (in progress) 
 

1. Social Movement, Democratisation and Citizenship: 
 

Ongoing Research: 
- Side-streaming feminisms in Latin America. Sonia E. Alvarez (Universidad de 

Massachusetts, Amherst, USA), Millie Thayer (UMass-Amherst), Graciela Di Marco, 
Nora Goren (Universidad General San Martín, Argentina), Graciela Monteagudo 
(UMass-Amherst/Argentina), Gina Vargas (Universidad de San Marcos, Perú), 
Marilyn Danza Quintanilla (San Marcos). 2009-2012. 

 
- “Demands regarding sexual citizenship and the construction of new political 

identities”. Director: Graciela Di Marco. Team: Nora Goren and  Master students 
thesis: Verónica Bagnoli Fernández; Lila Chimenti; Yara G. Rivera Martínez; 
Florencia Franco. UNSAM. 2011-2013. 

 
Finished Research: 
- “Democratisation and citizenship in social movements. Women’s and Men’s Discourses 

and Practices Regarding Women’s Rights”. 2005-2007. Director: Graciela Di Marco. 
Assistant: Julia Name.  

- “Democratisation of families’ relationships”. 2000-03 Director: Graciela Di Marco. 
Researchers: Susana Méndez, Alejandra Brener.  

- “Social movements in Argentine”. 2002-2003. Directors: Graciela Di Marco and Héctor 
Palomino. Team: Ramón Altamirano, Susana Méndez, Mirta Palomino. 
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- “Politics and labour in social movements: the new experiences of Argentine social 
economy”. Directors: Héctor Palomino and Graciela Di Marco. Team: Ana Grondona, 
Leticia Potigiani. 2005-2006 

 
2. Social Policies, Gender Equality and Children’s Rights. 
 
Ongoing Research: 
- “Social Policies discourses regarding adolescents”. CONICET, UNSAM. Director: 

Valeria Llobet, assistant: Cecilia Litichever. 2009-2012. 
- “The participation of adolescents in social inclusion programs: processes of citizenship 

and gender identities”. PIP 2010-2012, CONICET. Director: Valeria Llobet. Team: 
Cecilia Litichever, Florencia Gentile, Marina Medan, Catarina Vilanova., Gabriela 
Magistris 

 
Finished Research: 

- “Conditional Cash Transfers for adolescents. Perspectives on Human Rights”. 
CONICET-UNSAM- The New School. Valeria Llobet. Alberto Minujin. 2009. 

- “Assessment of the Household Heads Programme. Processes of enlargement of 
citizenship for men and women in Greater Buenos Aires”. 2006-2008. Directors: 
Graciela Di Marco and Ana Laura Rodríguez Gustá. Team: Valeria Llobet, Alejandra 
Brener, Julia Name, Luján Bargas, Juan Pablo Baudino. 

 
II-TEACHING AREA 
 
a) GRADUATE PROGRAM ON HUMAN RIGHTS AND SOCIAL POLICIES  
Master’s Degree on Human Rights and Social Policies (see Pag.9). 
 
b)  Specialization on "Evaluation of Social Policies: Gender and Children Equity, Education, 
Health".  
 
c) Main Graduate Seminars for Master’s Degrees and Specializations: Democratisation, 
Citizenship, and Human Rights- Family Democratisation. 
 
d) University of Ottawa. International Economics and Development DVM 3120.Special Topics: 
International Development and Globalization in Argentina. UNSAM. 
 
e) Social Democratisation Dialogues. The following academics have held seminars:  
Michel Wieviorka (2011); Marlene Tixeira (2011); Viviana Patroni (2011); Veronica Schild 
(2010); Oscar Grillo (2010); Birte Siin (2009); Robert Funk (2009); Ernesto Laclau (2005-2006-
2007-2011); Chantal Mouffe (2007); Joan Tronto (2006); Juan Carlos Gorlier (2006-2007); 
Dennis Rodgers (2006); Maxine Molyneux (2005); Sara Poggio (2005); Beatriz Schmukler y 
(2004); Mary Lyndon Shanley (2003); Fernando Calderón (2002).  
 
f) Scientific Meetings (open to the community) 
- Roundtable: Struggles for Sexual Citizenship: Egalitarian Marriage and the Abortion 

Campaign.(2011) 
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- National Conference: the State, the Children and Families.2010 
- Internacional Conference: “Comparative studies on family Democratisation and 

sociopolitics: An integral approach to the private and public spheres” (2008).With the 
participation of Valentine Moghadam (USA), Dina Rodriguez (Costa Rica), Maria 
Herminia Di Liscia (Argentina), Gaby Cevasco (Peru).  

- International Seminar “Social Movements, Identities and Citizenship”. With the 
participation of Ernesto Laclau y Chantal Mouffe, among other academics (2007). 

- Roundtable: "International Day for the Elimination of Violence against Women" (2007)  
- Conference "International Court of Justice and Argentina. Control Mechanisms of 

Human Rights" (2007) 
- Roundtable: "The Crossroads of Human Rights in Argentina: between law and practice" 

(2005) 
- Roundtable: "Social Movements, Human Rights and Public Policy" (2005) 
- Seminar “Emerging social movements in Argentina”. Seminar presenting research 

outcomes, together with researchers of other study and research centres (2003). 
 
g) Open Chair Azucena Villaflor This Chair intends to offer a space where students from 
UNSAM and the San Martín’s community have the opportunity to discuss Human Rights from a 
gendered historical and contextualized viewpoint. 
- Photographic exhibition: WOMEN IN COLECTIVE ACTION. LABOR, RIGHTS AND 

CITIZENSHIP, ARGENTINA IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY. September, 2008  
- Video: “DEMOCRATIZACIÓN, CIUDADANÍA Y DERECHOS HUMANOS” 

[Democratisation, Citizenship, and Human Rights]. In real time, the video shows how 
UNSAM works for Democratisation from a gendered Democratisation and human rights 
approach.  

- Photo Exhibition “LA MIRADA JUSTA” [THE FAIR GAZE] Between April and July 
2005, the British Council, the Civil Rights Association and UNSAM held a photo 
exhibition in the Hall of the School of Humanities. It was aimed at arousing awareness of 
the exercise and denial of civil, social, and political rights in Argentina.  

- Dissemination of news, interviews, and commemorations related to Human Rights at 
www.unsam.edu.ar 

 
III- TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE, CONSULTANCY, WORKSHOPS AND TRAINING 
FOR GOVERNMENTAL AND NON-GOVERNMENTAL ORGANISATIONS 
 
The Centre promotes a partnership with governmental and nongovernmental agencies, 
international organisations and academics from universities abroad, through 

• Training activities, dissemination of research papers; and advice on human rights, 
especially gender and children’s rights.  

• Seminars with authorities and members of governmental and nongovernmental agencies 
related to human rights.  

• Organisation of seminars, symposia, courses, with the participation of academics and 
activists. 
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This area constitutes a joint effort with Human Rights Organisations, Governmental and Non-
governmental Organisations that foster equal opportunities for men and women, institutions that 
strengthen and advocate children’s and adolescents’ rights, organisations and networks that 
generate proposals to enlarge citizenship, secondary school and university students’ centres, 
Teachers’ Associations that promote youth welfare and the vindication of State-run education, 
and men and women who defend human dignity by seeking equality, liberty, and justice 
These activities involve professors, researchers and students. Students are encouraged to 
participate and put into practice what they have learnt in the Graduate Program on Human Rights 
and Social Policies about researching, programming and assessing.  
 
Activities: 
 
2009-2010: Universidad Nacional de San Martín, Facultad Latinoamericana de Ciencias Sociales 
(FLACSO), Universidad del Congreso. Consortium for carry out the Project: Capacity Building 
of the National Observatory of Human Rights. 
 
2007-09: Universidad Nacional de San Martín - Universidad Nacional de General Sarmiento - 
Crisol Proyectos Sociales .Consortium for the Assessment of the Focalisation, Impact, and 
Outcomes of the “Families Programme”. Ministry of Social Development.   BID Loan 1669/OC-
AR. 
 
2007- Cooperation agreement between the Council of Rights of Children and Adolescents. 
Ciudad Autónoma de Buenos Aires / Universidad Nacional de Gral. San Martin 
 
2006: Ministry of Education, Science, and Technology. Selection of three experts to monitor the 
National Programme for the Prevention of HIV-AIDS in Schools. 
 
2006: Training on The Democratisation of Family Relationships and Human Rights to 
Movimientos de Trabajadores Desocupados [Movements of Unemployed Workers]. Supported 
by the British Council. 
 
2005: National Council for Childhood, Adolescence, and Family. Design and pilot 
implementation of the Programme for the Strengthening of the Institutions. 
 
2005-06: PROFAM Program. Consejo Nacional de la Mujer [Women’s National Council]. In 
association with Fundación Mujeres en Igualdad [Women in Equality Foundation] and 
Fundación Alicia Moreau de Justo (San Martin, Chaco). Training of agents to create a 
‘mushroom effect’ and implementation of children’s play spaces in San Martin, Chaco. 
 
2005:Seminar: Democratisation, Citizenship, and Human Rights, supported by the National 
Secretariat of Human Rights, with the participation of government officials from the Secretariat 
of Social Development and the Judiciary of the San Martin area, together with members of 
Human Rights organisations and Social Movements. 
 
2004: Workshop on the Democratisation of Social Relations for the Citizenship School "Marta 
Pelloni", La Matanza Women’s Network/ PROFAM. 
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2003: Seminar: Training Trainers for the Democratisation of Family Relationships. Supported 
by UNICEF  
 
2000-03: Democratisation of families’ relations Program .UNICEF. 
 
 
 
B) PROGRAM IN HUMAN RIGHTS AND SOCIAL POLICIES 
 
FOUNDATION 
 
The Master’s Degree aims to provide higher education training in the field of Human Rights and 
Social Policies, with an emphasis on the theoretical and conceptual development of both these 
approaches in their articulation, particularly within the framework of social Democratisation, 
which aims to achieve equal opportunities for men and women as well as the recognition and 
implementation of children’s rights. 
 
This Program highlights the specification of human rights from an integral analysis of the present 
state of women’s, and children’s rights in the framework of gender equality, as recognized in the 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (1979) and in the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989). According to the cited conventions, policies 
addressed to women, children, and adolescents must respect the principle of the universality of 
human rights. This entails moving on from the notion of “vulnerable groups” or “population at 
risk” to policies that may strengthen and expand citizenship, contributing to the creation of the 
conditions needed to achieve equality for subjects of rights. The analytical framework described 
justifies the importance and centrality of the respect due to the rights of children and adolescents 
of both sexes and to women’s rights in all social policies, and not just in those explicitly 
addressed to women and children. The existence of juridical tools specifying the rights of certain 
collectives strengthens the principle of the universality of human rights.  

For the above reasons, besides examining the policies intended to achieve equal opportunity 
between men and women and make effective the rights of the child, our curricula include, as a 
cross cutting theme, other public policy areas which are central to the development of gender 
citizenship. 

In recent years, academic and professional training in the field of Human Rights, particularly if 
closely related to social policies, has become extremely attractive both nationally and 
internationally. The progress in the explicit connection between rights and social policies is vital 
when it comes to devise and implement policies for the prosecution of social justice. In the 
1990s, as a part of their adjustment policies, international credit organisations oriented programs 
that stripped the discourse of social policy to the bare bones of “fighting poverty”. In the region, 
neoliberal policies were based on a minimalist and assistentialist notion of the role of the State in 
the social field. In this sense, most of the social programs of the decade were funded by 
international credit organisations under the umbrella of the reduction of/relief for/fight against 
poverty.  
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The debate on social justice should focus not only on the reduction of poverty but also on 
integrated policies based on social rights with the aim to expand citizenship. In addition, social, 
economic, and cultural rights cannot be examined separately; they are mutually dependent on 
one another. The right to a dignified lifestyle, which is related to the State’s obligation to provide 
the necessary conditions (employment, health, education, proper housing), together with the right 
to equality and non-discrimination, is a central issue. 
 
 Consequently, the relation between Human Rights and Democratisation constitutes a complex 
field of knowledge, of theoretical approaches, and of empirical references, all of which stem 
from the articulation of the following items: 
 
- The comprehension of the part played by the collective actors in their claims to the State, 

with outcomes deriving in the reinterpretation, expansion, and/or accomplishment of 
rights. 

- Democratisation processes in social relationships, particularly those concerning gender 
and generation interactions. This allows the needs so far relegated to the private sphere to 
acquire public status. 

- The comprehension of the several meanings attributed to human rights and citizenship by 
governmental actors and by the civil society. 

- The analysis of social policies, programs, and projects as strategies with an impact on the 
interpretation, achievement, or limitation of the rights of individuals and collectives, 
since it is dependent on the multiplicity of relationships and actors that carry it out. 

 
At present, the United Nations System agenda and other agendas pertaining to some non-
governmental development organisations give importance to the approach to human rights within 
development plans and social policies at large. The said agendas foster the planning, execution, 
monitoring, and evaluation of policies from a rights- based approach. Different agencies have 
held debates to reach joint definitions of the scope of such approach. According to the provisos 
made in the United Nations Development Program (UNDP), this approach is defined by the 
principles of universality and inalienability, indivisibility, interdependence and interrelation, 
non-discrimination and equality, participation and inclusion, accountability, and the rule of law. 
 
The approach based on rights was part of the struggles for social justice long before becoming 
the emerging discourse of international development agencies, particularly as from the 1995 
Copenhagen Conference on Social Development. However, some scholars have doubts about 
whether these are mere linguistic rather than actual practice changes. If this were the case, we 
would be facing the danger of presenting, in different words, the same politics resulting from the 
Washington Consensus (Williamson, 1989). With a view to balance the measures suggested, the 
experts advised to protect “vulnerable” social groups. Besides weakening already existing 
universal policies based on citizen rights, this checked the possibility of developing new ones. 
 
One way of generating analytical tools to respond to the query posed above is to develop a 
theoretical perspective articulating the International System of Human Rights with the definition 
of rights in actual practice and the approach of social Democratisation. This definition is 
especially concerned with the subjects of rights and their social relationships. The approach of 
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Social Democratisation has been evolving for the past twenty years and is regarded as a relevant 
lens for the analysis of articulations between human rights and social justice. The notion of 
democratizing processes is linked with the change of unequal situations or exclusion of 
subordinate actors and with the distribution of knowledge and resources within social collectives. 
Democratizing processes must be carried out in the different kinds of social relationships, among 
others, gender and generational relationships as well as the relationships between white 
hegemony and indigenous people and members of ethnic groups. 
 
 Hence the need to train professionals and researchers able to generate knowledge, lead and 
manage different programs, plans, and projects which, at their various stages (planning, 
implementation, and evaluation) may include human rights as the key aspect to the decisions 
made. In fact, one of the most recurrent issues in the political debate of recent years has been the 
planning, implementation, and evaluation of public policies as well as the need to integrate 
human rights in the policies. 
 
It is essential to develop an analytical perspective that will combine the study of the connections 
between Human Rights, Democratisation and Public Policies, blending Latin America and the 
Caribbean into a globalized context so as to account for the interdependence of the processes 
under study. Likewise, it should be borne in mind that the issue of rights is a relevant one in 
many theoretical fields, such as philosophy, sociology, political sciences, anthropology, 
psychology, education, economy, and the arts.  
 
The Centre of Studies on Democratisation and Human Rights (CEDEHU)], provides the 
framework to carry out research, transference, consultancy, evaluations, activism and permanent 
training and dissemination that concur in the issue of Human Rights and Democratisation from a 
feminist perspective. 

 
The conceptual framework of the Master’s Degree is based on developments that reach beyond 
the limits of the discipline, focusing on theoretical and social problems. In fact, the combination 
of studies in social policies with studies in human rights, Democratisation, and citizenship as an 
articulation that accounts for social problems involving justice and equality draws on different 
disciplines. In our proposal, the interdisciplinary approach can be seen in the balance of the 
curricula. 
 
CURRICULUM   
 
The Master’s Degree lasts 4 (four) quarters, and totals 748 sixty-minute hours.  The curriculum 
provides students with a complex, interdisciplinary view of the connections between Social 
Policies, Democratisation, and Human Rights. Every subject is broached from a Latin American 
vantage point. The chosen approach gives special attention to the bottom-up construction of 
rights. This is why Civil Society and Social Movements, which includes the systematic study of 
women’s movements, prove to be a key subject. 
 
Despite their heterogeneous profile, all students succeed in developing skills that will enable 
them to lead knowledge generation processes and to apply these to Latin American social and 
political life, particularly from posts in the Universities, the Public Administration and in NGOs.  
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 1st SEMESTER   
Mod N° Thematic  Sections  Subjects Total hours:  

 
1 Theoretical Introduction  Democratisation, Citizenship and 

Human Rights  
36 

2 International Community  Philosophy and History of the Human 
Rights International System  

36 

Human Rights International and 
Regional Systems  

36 

3 Rights Specifications  Gender Equality  36 
Children’s Rights 36 
Civil Society and Social Movements  36 
Social Policies and Economic, Social, 
Cultural and Environmental Rights  

36 

   252 
4 Seminars Social structure and change in Latin 

America. 
 

   Critic Globalization and Citizenship  

  Security and Human Rights.  

  Globalization and Migrations  
  Health and Human Rights  

  Education and Human Rights   

   156 

5 Research Workshops Workshop on Thesis project and 
development  

 

  Workshop on Academic writing  
  Workshop on Projects Planning  
   180  
 
 

 
Research Activities 
 
 

Students personalized studies in the 
subjects chosen for their thesis project. 
Research and field activities  

160 

  Hours Total  748 
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15. 
 

Gender, Society and Policies Area 
FLACSO Argentina (Latin American School of Social Sciences) 

 
Director: Gloria Bonder 

 
Since 2001, the Gender, Society and Policies Area develops research, education programmes (at 
a graduate level), publications, communication and advocacy to promote gender relations based 
on equality/equity and the acknowledgment of diversity. 
 
Two innovative regional programs converge in this Area: 

• On line Master’s Program in Gender, Society and Public Policy (PRIGEPP) 
www.prigepp.org 

• UNESCO Regional Chair Women, Science and Technology in Latin America 
www.catunescomujer.org 

 
PRIGEPP is the first on line Master’s programme on gender studies in Latin America. It was 
created in 2001 with the support of the European Union. It combines high quality and updated 
multidisciplinary contents that reflect the richness and diversity of current conceptual and 
methodological debates in this field.  
 
Among PRIGEPP's main objectives are: (1) the training of highly qualified professionals to 
understand the changing gender relations within LAC’s current socioeconomic, political and 
cultural scenarios with skills to develop research, plan and evaluate public policies and programs 
to foster gender equality, in many areas; (2) the building of a regional and international virtual 
community of skilled professionals focusing their work on gender research and public policy 
analysis and become proactive agents of change in gender equality and social and economic 
development; and (3) fostering collaborative projects on cutting-edge gender issues from the 
local to the national, regional and global context. 
 
Its faculty is integrated by renowned experts from many countries in the world. It also counts 
with experienced tutors and mentors that facilitate regular forums, communities of practice, joint 
research, and production of new knowledge.  
 
It is delivered through an e-learning platform that makes use of a wide range of multimedia 
resources and tools (virtual library, hypertext contents, interactive exercises, working groups, 
forums, blogs, video repository, etc.). Easy to access, interactive, and student centered, this 
platform promotes active learning, critical thinking, innovation and pilot programmes that link 
theory with practices. 
 
Its core curriculum includes courses on Globalization and Gender; Democracy, citizenship and 
State; Comparative analysis on gender equity policies, and Strategic programming and 
evaluation of gender policies. In order to obtain the Master’s Degree Certificate, students have to 
choose 2 more optional courses in the following Areas: Education; Economy; Work; and Health.  
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PRIGEPP also delivers blended programs (on line and on site) in different countries, responding 
to specific demands of national institutions (Women’s Secretariats, Universities, Cooperation 
Agencies, NGOs, et.). So far we have implemented those courses in Medellín, Colombia; 
Tegucigalpa, Honduras; Mozambique; Uruguay and Spain. 
 
Our community of alumni comprises more than 300 graduate students from 27 countries. Most 
of them work in decision making positions in UN Agencies, Governments, ministerial 
programmes, Universities, political institutions, and well established NGOs. 
 
Blended diplomas: Some examples 
 
In Colombia: 
In cooperation with the Mayor’s Office of Medellin (Colombia) and the Centro Interdisciplinario 
de Estudios de Género en la Universidad de Antioquía (Centre for Interdisciplinary Gender 
Studies at the University of Antioquia). 

• Gender and Local Policies for Public Officers 
• Gender and Education for Secondary and University Teachers 
• Gender and Justice for Lawyers and Members of the Judicial System 

In Honduras: 
• Mainstreaming Gender Analysis in Social Research. In cooperation with UNDP, 2010. 
• Mainstreaming Gender Equity in Planning, Implementation and Evaluation of Public 

Policies. In cooperation with UNDP – UNITEC, 2010. 
• Technical support in the formulation of the II National Plan of Gender Equality and 

Equity of Honduras – UNDP and UNIFEM Honduras, 2009. 
• Introducing Gender Perspective in Public Policies Management. In cooperation with 

UNDP– UNIFEM –INAM – UNITEC. 2008. 
 
In Mozambique: 

• Course on Planification of Gender Sensitive Budgeting. In cooperation with the 
University of Eduardo Mondlane. 2011.  

Experiences with other institutions  
•   Workshop “Gender and Public Policy”. (Training + Mentoring). In collaboration with the 
America Latina Genera Program (UNDP El Salvador). Editions: 2006 and 2007. 
•   Capacity Building Program “Innovative strategies for the prevention and treatment of 
HIV/AIDS with a gender perspective”. (Training + Mentoring + Community of Practice). 
Addressed to Comité de Prevención y Control del VIH/SIDA de las Fuerzas Armadas y Policía 
Nacional del Perú. COPRECOS – LAC. With the support from UNFPA LAC RO. First edition: 
2009 - 2010. 
Research 

• Quota laws in Ecuador and Costa Rica: analysis of its progress. Conducted in the 
framework of the Project: “Strengthening of Governance with a focus on Gender and 
Political Participation for Women in the local sphere.” by UNINSTRAW. 2008-2009 
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• Women’s Political Leadership in Latin America: a process in construction. Map of 
initiatives and actors. In collaboration with UNDP, RBLAC and Fondo España – UNDP. 
2009 

• Gender, International Law and Justice. In collaboration with CISDL, IDRC. 2007-2009. 
• Assessment of necessities, resources and demands of local actors fostering gender 

equality in countries of Central America and the Andean Region. In collaboration with 
UN-INSTRAW. 2006 

• Decentralization and Women’s Rights in Latin America and the Caribbean. Coordination 
and administration of Research competition. Theoretical-methodological advising on 
projects. In collaboration with IDRC. 2006 -2010 

• Debates and proposals on the integration of gender equity in the Millennium 
Development Goals in Latin America: An opportunity for constructing citizenship. 
PRIGEPP Community. 2004 

• Gender equity in Argentina: Data, issues and guides to action. In collaboration with 
UNDP - Argentina. 2004 

The UNESCO Regional Chair Women, Science and Technology in Latin America has set as 
its mission to promote the integration of a gender perspective in the development and innovation 
of science and technology that contributes to economic growth and human development in Latin 
America. 
 
To do so, we seek to: 

• Stimulate the creation of new knowledge, research methodologies and practices that link 
a gender perspective with science, technology and education. 

• Develop innovative capacity building programs (on site & on line) in relevant topics in 
this field. 

• Contribute to integrating gender analysis and gender equity goals in policies and 
programs on science, technology and education at a national, regional and international 
level. 

• Stimulate the creation and development of networks and virtual communities of practice 
in this field. 

 
Our Chair develops its activities in three areas, both regionally and internationally:  
-          Women/Gender & Science 
-          Gender in the Information/Knowledge Society 
-          Youth, Gender and ICT  
 
From each of them we carry out research projects, education and capacity building programs (on 
site & on line), publications, dissemination and advocacy. 
Our methodology aims at promoting the interrelation of these practices for innovative and 
transformative purposes. 
 
Our staff is integrated by well-known specialists from regional and international institutions. 



 160 

The Chair is recognized regionally and internationally as a pioneer in research and on line 
training in gender in science, technology, communication, education and youth. 
On a regular basis it develops consultancy work on women/gender, science and technology; 
gender perspective in youth programmes, women and communication and women and education 
for UN agencies, government, academic institutions and NGOs in Ibero-America and 
internationally. 
 
In 2010, in cooperation with UNESCO, it created and coordinates the Global Network of 
UNESCO Chairs on Gender (www.catunescomujer.org/globalnetwork), integrated by 12 Chairs 
from around the world (Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Cyprus, Mexico, Poland, Spain, Togo, United 
Kingdom, United States). Each of them work in specific fields linked to gender. 
This network is committed to stimulating the systematic exchange of information, 
communication and collaborative work among UNESCO Chairs and other organizations working 
on gender analysis worldwide. 
 
It aims at: 

• Disseminating information on activities of UNESCO Chairs on gender in academic 
institutions, and national, regional and international organizations. 

• Coordinating forums, meetings and other interactive online activities to promote debates 
on strategic topics on gender issues. 

• Creating new knowledge that relates gender studies and gender policies with education, 
culture, science, development, technology and others relevant fields. 

• Giving access to a data base and a virtual on line clearinghouse of publications. 
• Building strategic partnerships with organizations working on gender studies and gender 

policies around the world 
• Providing consultancy work to international organizations, as required.  

 
 Science and Technology 

Research: 
• Assesment of the professional situation, needs, capacities and demands of women 

researchers and practitioners in health in Latin America. In collaboration with the 
Women’s Health Observatory. Ministry of Public Health and Consumption of Spain. 
2006 

• Gender Equity in Science and Technology in Latin America: Bases and Projections in the 
Construction of Knowledge, Agendas and Governance. Published by CIM-OAS. 2004 

• State of the Art Research in Gender, Globalization and Health in Latin America. 
Contributed to the international document: Globalization, Gender and Health: 
Relationship between Research and Policy Making. In collaboration with the Institute on 
Gender & Health, Canadian Institutes of Health and Research, IGH-CIHR. 2004 

• Gender Equity in Science and Technology in Latin America: Representations and 
proposals from administrators, researchers and scholars in institutional leadership 
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positions. Countries: Argentina, Brazil, Cuba, Mexico, Uruguay, Venezuela. In 
collaboration with UNESCO. 2002 

On line training: 
• Capacity building program for career development, transformative leadership and 

mainstreaming gender analysis in health research in Latin America and the Caribbean. 
(Training + Mentoring + Communities of Practice). In collaboration with Fogarty 
International Center. 2005-2007 

• Mainstreaming gender in health policies and programmes: training and production of 
guidelines and other materials for the Pan American Health Organization (PAHO). 
(Intensive workshops + On-line tutorials + Designing of manuals and work guides) 

• Science, Technology and Society: Contributions from the gender perspective. In 
collaboration with OAS. First edition 2004. With the participation of more than 300 
educators and professionals from 13 Ibero-American countries. Has been taught in 
collaboration with the OAS (2004 to 2011) and the Galician Counsel of Education and 
University Regulation Board (Xunta de Galicia Consellería de Educación e Ordenación 
Universitaria )(2008) through their portal. 

• Integration of a gender perspective in health research and practices: conceptual and 
methodological contributions to strengthen quality and equity. In collaboration with 
Women's Health Observatory from the Ministry of Public Health and Consumption of 
Spain, Andalusian School of Public Health and the sponsorship of PAHO. Since 2007.  
Since first offered, more than 180 professionals from 17 countries in Latin America, 
Spain, Italy, France and the United States have attended. 

Impact on policy: 
• Member of the Consulting Body of the Ministry of Science, Technology and Productive 

Innovation of Argentina (2011).  
• Member of the Advisory Board of Gender Strategic Policy of the Pan American Health 

Organization (Since 2009). 
• Participation in the Expert Group Meeting “Gender, Science and Technology”, 

Washington DC (August 2004). 
• First Meeting of Ministers and High Authorities for Science and Technology in the area 

of CIDI (Inter-American Council for Integral Development) of the OAS (Lima, 
November 11 – 12, 2004). Integration of a gender perspective in Science and Technology 
policies and programs in the Americas. 

Multimedia resources 
• CD Rom Alice in the Land of Science and Technology. Created in 2004. 

Networks: 
• Member of OWSDW – Organization for Women in Science for the Developing World 
• Member of the Advisory Board of WIGSAT - Women in Global Science and Technology 
• Member of INWES - International Network of Women Engineers and Scientists 
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  Information/Knowledge Society 

Research: 
• ICT and Gender Equality: New Opportunities and Challenges for Public Administration 

to Implement the IADGs including MDGs ECOSOC, UNDESA. Published for 
ECOSOC. 2009-2010. 

• Strategies for the Integration of a Gender Analysis in the ICT4D Americas Program – PI. 
IDRC, 2007. 

• Women on their way to a knowledge society: Reflections on context and opportunities. 
Presented in “Jornadas Solidaridad en Red: Nuevas tecnologías, ciudadanía y cambio 
social”, organized for HEGOA (Instituto de Estudios sobre Desarrollo y Cooperación 
Internacional, Universidad del País Vasco). 2004. 

• “Gender in Action in the Knowledge Society: Oportunities for innovation”. Presented in: 
Seminario Internacional “La Sociedad de la información en la cooperación al 
Desarrollo“, Foundation Tres Culturas del Mediterráneo. 2006. 

• From access to appropriation: Women and ICT policies in Latin American and the 
Caribbean. Elaborated by the Expert Group Meeting “Information and communication 
technologies and their impact on and use as an instrument for the advancement and 
empowerment of women” DAW in cooperation with ITU and United Nations ICT Task 
Force Secretariat. 2002. 

• The new information technologies and women: necessary reflections. Published by 
ECLAC. 2001. 

 
On line training: 

•  “Digital Inclusion and Citizenship with a gender approach. Program for teachers and 
coordinators of “Centros MEC” in Uruguay.” In collaboration with the Pilot Support 
Program for public policies to reduce generational and gender inequities – Project G. UN 
(UNFPA-UNIFEM), National Institute for Women and the Ministry of Education and 
Culture of Uruguay. 

•  “Women’s leadership in current contexts: renewing strategies and practices”. In 
collaboration with CIM/OAS. First edition: 2009. Attended by women from 9 Member 
States of the OAS. 

• “Creative resources for developing a gender approach in the area of communication and 
information technologies”. In collaboration with UNIFEM. First edition: 2008 
With the participation of professionals from 10 countries of Ibero-America. 

Impact on policy 
• Member of the Board of Directors of the UN GAID (Global Alliance for Information and 
Communication Technologies and Development- United Nations). 
• Ministerial Conference on the Information Society of Latin America and the Caribbean. 
Contributions to the elaboration of the Goal for Gender & Information Society. (El Salvador, 
February 2008). 
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• 10th Regional Conference on the Latin America and Caribbean Woman (ECLAC). 
Contributions to the Quito Consensus. Coordination of the parallel event “Policies on Gender 
parity in and for the Information Society: New Agendas, new alliances”. Ecuador, 2007. 
• Delphi Research on the eLAC policy priorities of the Information Society Program. Inclusion 
of the Gender approach. ECLAC. 2007 
• World Summit on the Information Society – WSIS (Geneva 2003 – Tunisia 2005): 

-‐ Coordination of the Latin American Chapter of the WSIS Gender Caucus. 
-‐ Workshops, virtual forums and publications during the preparatory stages. 
-‐ Contributions to the Regional Preparatory Conference of the second phase of the WSIS. 

(Brazil, 2005) and GRULAC, 2005. 
-‐ Organization and coordination of regional and international Panels. 
-‐ Monitoring of Action Plan 

Networking 
• Coordination of the International Taskforce on Women and ICT (ITF) of UN GAID. 
• Community of expertise “Gender, Development and Information Society Policies” of the UN 
GAID, UN. (www.ITforChange.net) 
• Creation of the Regional Working Group “Gender and ICT”. Buenos Aires, 2005. 
Virtual Forums 
• Gender, ICT/Information Society in Ibero-America. Preparatory of the 10th Regional 
Conference on Women in Latin America and the Caribbean, ECLAC. August 2007. 
• Gender and ICT in Latin America: World Summit on the Information Society and beyond… In 
collaboration with APC-WNSP. July 2003. 
• Women before the new information and communication technologies. Perspectives and 
experiences to increase opportunities for development and innovation. In collaboration with the 
Lawoman Network (Colombia). August 2002. 
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  Youth 

Programs 
• Youth researching youth. Young women in the Information Society). (Workshops + 

Communities of practice + Mentoring). 2009 and 2010. In collaboration with UNIFEM and 
UNFPA. 

Aimed at young women starting research projects on youth and gender with a focus on: 
• Sexual and Reproductive Health 
• Patterns of gender based violence 
• Political and citizen participation 
• Employment 

Participants from Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Paraguay, Uruguay and Central America have 
completed the program developed research projects and received financial support for the first 
implementation phases. 
• Gender in action. Projects with young men and women and ICT. Foundations and strategies 

for the Knowledge Society). Aimed at educators and representatives from youth organizations 
and NGOs. In collaboration with IDRC. 2006. 

Research: 
• Youth, Gender & ICT: Imaginaries in the construction of the Information Society in Latin 

America. 2008. 
• From Words to Action: Gender equity in the access and use of the Internet by Latin 

American youth. In collaboration with IDRC/CRDI. 2004-2005. 
• Piloting futures: Young women and men constructing their life projects. In collaboration 

with IADB (Inter-American Development Bank). 2001. 

Multimedia Resources: 
• CD Rom: Creador@s en la Sociedad del Conocimiento: Estrategias para incorporar el 

enfoque de género en proyectos con jóvenes y TIC (Creators in the Knowledge Society: 
Strategies to incorporate a gender approach in ICT projects with young people). Produced 
in 2006. 

Impact on policies: 
• World Summit on Youth. Mexico, 2010. Workshop: Youth researching youth from a 

gender perspective in the Information Society. 
• World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS). Tunisia, 2005. Panel “Creators in the 

Knowledge Society: Strategies to incorporate a gender approach for ICT projects with 
young people”. 
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16. 
 

The University for Peace (UPEACE) 
 

Dina Rodríguez 
Head of Department 

Gender and Peace Education 
August 2011 

 
The University for Peace (UPEACE) was established, as a visionary project, by the United 
Nations in 1980. Its mission is “to provide humanity with an international institution of higher 
education for peace, with the aim of promoting among all human beings the spirit of 
understanding, tolerance and peaceful coexistence, to stimulate cooperation among peoples and 
to help lessen obstacles and threats to world peace and progress”. UPEACE is the only affiliated 
UN institution authorized to grant degrees at the Masters and Doctoral levels in the field of Peace 
and Conflict Studies. 
 
During the initial years, the University developed courses and activities mainly in Latin America, 
where many countries suffered from brutal conflicts.  The University is based in Costa Rica and 
during the 80’s and 90’s has had great amounts of work to do in promoting a Culture of Peace. 
 
In the context of the United Nations Reform in 1998 and 1999, Secretary General Kofi Annan 
decided that the University for Peace would be revitalized.  He made this decision (as explained 
by the Rector of UPEACE in 2002) for three basic reasons, which are still relevant today: 
  

• First, peace and security issues were at the top of the international agenda.   
• Second, education and training are absolutely critical to reducing threats to peace and to 

promoting stable and civil societies.   
• Third, the University has a capacity for innovation, as there are no political pressures in 

discussions of any problem; the academic community at the University can critically 
examine these problems through a variety of academic disciplines.  

 
Gender and Peacebuilding MA Programme 
 
In October 2000, the UN Security Council unanimously adopted Resolution 1325 on Women, 
Peace and Security; it was the first formal and legal document from the United Nations Security 
Council that required parties in a conflict to respect women's rights and to support their 
participation in peace negotiations and in post-conflict reconstruction. In January 2001, as part of 
the revitalization process, the University for Peace offered a Master Programme in Gender and 
Peacebuilding, based on the following objectives: 
 

• Women in many regions of the world play a central role in conflict avoidance, in 
mediation, and in post-conflict reconstruction; women are active peace players in many 
parts of the world. 
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• Women tend to be the principal victims of modern conflict.  Therefore, it is crucial to 
address this aspect of peace and security regarding women.   

• Women play an essential role in post-conflict situations, peacekeeping and 
peacebuilding; therefore, women should be trained and equipped with the most advanced 
theories and practices. 

 
Preparation for the interdisciplinary MA Programme in Gender and Peacebuilding involved 
research, consultations and several expert meetings to discuss findings, structure, content and 
methodologies. The UPEACE programme in Gender and Peacebuilding is unique in the world of 
higher education. 
 
The initial basis of the programme was an international activity hosted by UPEACE during Fall 
2001. Approximately 20 people participated in a one-week course focusing on gender and 
peacebuilding.   Following this, the country of Finland provided a four-year grant that helped 
substantiate the programme, and provide scholarships for students.  The grant funded three 
expert meetings and helped in designing the overall programme of study for the new academic 
programme at UPEACE.   Two of these expert meetings were held at UPEACE and one in 
Uruguay.    
 
This interdisciplinary programme encompasses the many fields in which gender is an essential 
part of the peacebuilding processes, and explores the dynamic relations between women and men 
in the past, present and future, in relation to peace studies. Participants in the programme acquire 
advanced skills in research, data collection, and critical analysis. The programme responds to the 
needs and interests of students and in-service professionals who seek to increase their knowledge 
and understanding of current events and participate in the prevention and resolution of conflicts. 
Students are asked to analyze social and cultural phenomena through the lens of gender, 
encompassing a range of disciplinary perspectives. Designed primarily for those pursuing a 
career in gender and peace issues, it is also addressed to graduate students from all professional 
and academic backgrounds who are interested in mainstreaming gender in their professional 
work. 
   
Students can expect to gain the skills and tools that will enable them to serve as gender trainers 
or officers, gain a wide range of methodological and epistemological approaches  on  issues of 
gender and peace,  to  participate in peace negotiations, and solve conflicts through a gender 
perspective and to work in international organizations, humanitarian aid agencies, and 
governmental institutions. From an overall perspective, the academic programme accomplishes 
the specified aims of preparing individuals for their applied work in a range of settings.  The 
programme blends theoretical grounding with applications for various professional settings.    
  
The Gender and Peacebuilding MA programme was launched in 2003, and the first cohort of 13 
students graduated in 2004.  Evaluations of the program were conducted at that time. Thus far, 
we have had more than 100 graduates over the course of eight years that the programme has 
operated, or an average of 15 graduates each year.    
 
The Gender and Peacebuilding programme is one of two academic programs in the Department 
of Gender and Peace Education.   The Department’s mission is to “promote the development of a 
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culture of peace through education, based in a common understanding, and to instil values of 
respect; acceptance and equity among men and women with the clear awareness that all human 
beings deserve to enjoy life in peace with justice and dignity in order to bring a positive 
contribution to their own development and to humanity.”     
 
To achieve the specified desired outcomes, the Gender and Peacebuilding programme focuses 
primarily upon the academic coursework.   This is complemented by the Independent Research 
Project and other related activities.   The academic program consists of a total of 40 credits over 
the course of one academic year of 11 months.   This consists of two semesters and one research 
term.   Courses are taught primarily within a three-week format.  The coursework starts with a 
foundational course; an overview of peace and conflict studies.   This is followed by the course, 
“Gender Studies and Peacebuilding”, which is the foundational course in gender and peace 
studies.  Students then enroll in “Gender and Human Rights”, “Peace and Non-Violent 
Transformation of Conflict”, and “Research Methods.”   Over the eight years that the Gender and 
Peace Building programme has been offered, the academic programme requirements have 
remained quite stable, with minor changes made as needed.   
 
Course Curriculum 
Throughout the course curriculum, students are exposed to a range of topics and issues. Each 
academic course is organized within the framework of a standard format, prescribed by the 
university.  While some syllabi are longer in nature than others, the overall format includes the 
following:  General description; Intended participants; Pre- or co-requisites; Class format; 
Course requirements; Assessment; Intended learning outcomes; Course meeting times and place; 
Instructional faculty; Detailed outline of instructional sessions and corresponding readings.  
 
Complementing the syllabus for each course is a reader. Typically quite extensive, the readings 
represent state-of-the art articles and resources helpful to better prepare students with their 
knowledge of the course content. The academic course evaluations provide insights regarding 
students’ views of the courses and their learning experiences. Overall, students are well satisfied 
with the courses. The course evaluations are completed for each course, using a formal course 
evaluation form prepared by UPEACE.    
 
Students offer some specific ideas regarding the academic program.  The students appreciate the 
selection and diversity of courses for their degree programme. They like the three-week focus of 
the academic subjects.  They also appreciate the quality of material provided.  They report that 
they are encouraged to think more critically, and that they better address issues through writing 
papers. The classroom discussions are valuable, as they are generally cited as open and engaging.   
Students appreciate the diversity of their classmates, and the wealth of personal and professional 
experience. In fact, this international exposure, both within the student body as well as within the 
faculty members, is noteworthy among students’ views, regarding a significant, positive attribute 
of their UPEACE experience.    
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GENDER AND PEACEBUILDING 2011-12 

ACADEMIC YEAR CALENDAR - COURSES AND PROFESSORS  

 

COURSES 
 

PROFESSOR CREDITS 
# Weeks 

DATE 

FIRST TERM    

COURSE PCS-6000 
Foundation Course in Peace and 
Conflict Studies 

UPEACE Resident 
Faculty 

3 Credits 
3 Weeks 

22 Aug. – 9 Sep. 
2011 

 
COURSE GPB-6011 

Gender Studies and Peacebuilding 
Sara Sharratt 

Costa Rica 
 

3 Credits 
3 Weeks 

13 Sept. – 4 Oct. 
2011 

(15 Sep. National Day 
COURSE GPB- 6030 
                    Seminar 1 

 

Dina Rodriguez 
Peru 

1 of 5 26 September 
2011 

COURSE GPB-6060 
Gender and Human Rights 
 

 

Ameena Al Rashed 
Sudan 

3 Credits 
3 Weeks 

10 Oct. – 28 Oct  
2011 

(12 Oct.) 

COURSE GPB-6010 
Peace and Nonviolent 
Transformation of Conflict 

Mary King 
United States 

 

3 Credits 
3 Weeks 

2 Nov. – 22 Nov. 
2011 

COURSE GPB-6020 
Research Methods 

 

Amr Abdalla 
Egypt 

3 Credits 
3 Weeks 

28 Nov. – 16 Dec 
2011 
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COURSE GPB- 6030 
                    Seminar 2 

Dina Rodriguez 
Peru 

2 of 5 6 December  
2011 

SECOND TERM    
ELECTIVES    (UPEACE Institute) 

 
 3 Credits 

3 Weeks 
16 Jan. – 3 Feb. 

2012 
COURSE GPB- 6030          
           Seminar 3 

 

 
Dina Rodriguez 

Peru 

 
3 of 5 

 
6 February 

2012 
COURSE GPB-6090 

Gender Mainstreaming in 
Peacekeeping Operations and in 
Humanitarian Assistance  

 
Nadine Puechguirbal 

France 

 
3 Credits 
 3 Weeks 

 
8 Feb. – 28 Feb. 

2012 

 
UPMUNC 

STUDENT’S 
ACTIVITY 

 
 

1 Mar. – 3 Mar. 
2012 

COURSE GPB-6050 
Practices of Conflict Management 
and Peacebuilding 

 
Linda Johnston 

USA 
 

 
2 Credits 
2 Weeks 

 

 
5 Mar. – 16 Mar. 

1012 

COURSE GPB-6046           
Gender, Economics and 
Development 

 

 
Ameena Al Rashed 

Sudan 

 
2 Credits 
2 Weeks 

19 Mar. – 30 Mar. 
2012 

 
 (4 al 6 de April Easter) 

COURSE GPB- 6030 
                    Seminar 4 

 

Dina Rodriguez 
Peru 

4 of 5 20 March 
2012 

COURSE GPB-6022  
A Gender Analysis of the         
Environment and Sustainable 
Development 

 
Virginia Cawagas 

Philippines  
 

 
3 Credits 
3 Weeks 

 
9 Apr. – 27 Apr. 

2012 
(11 April) 

COURSE GPB- 6012 
          History of Sexual Rights 
 

Jacobo Schifter 
Costa Rica 

3 Credits 
3 Weeks 

2 May – 22May 
2012 

COURSE GPB- 6030          
           Seminar 5 

 

Dina Rodriguez 
Peru 

5 of 5 9 May  
2012 

THIRD TERM    

Independent Research Project            
                              
 

Dina Rodriguez 
Peru 

8 Credits Due 29 June 
2012 

ELECTIVES    (UPEACE Institute) 
 

  June 
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TOTAL CREDITS REQUIRED FOR GRADUATION: 40 CREDITS 
 
Course Description 

 
PCS-6000 Foundation in Peace and Conflict Studies 
UPEACE Faculty 
The University for Peace Foundation Course in Peace and Conflict Studies is designed to engage 
students in an examination of the major contemporary challenges to peace, sources of conflict 
and violence, and several key nonviolent mechanisms for conflict transformation and prevention. 
The course is designed to provide a common foundation for UPEACE students from all of the 
different M.A. programs (as its name suggests). During the course, an understanding of the 
complex and interconnected challenges to peace will be developed, as will an understanding of 
the need for multi-faceted approaches to meeting these challenges. Students will also engage 
critically with theories of conflict, and will develop their understanding of the theoretical 
resources available in the area of conflict studies. During the course of their studies at UPEACE 
students will engage in increasingly specialized inquiry into various dimensions and issues in 
their specific MA areas. The foundation course provides an opportunity to explore connections, 
sympathies, and synergies between the challenges and approaches identified in all of these areas 
from a "wide-angle" perspective that will encourage students to continue making such 
interdisciplinary connections and analyses throughout their tenure at UPEACE and after. 
 
GPB-6011- Gender Studies and Peacebuilding 
Professor Sara Sharratt 
This course constitutes an advanced seminar in Gender Theories specifically as it applies to 
violence and conflict creation and resolution. It examines the complex relationships between 
gender, race, ethnicity, nationalism, religion, militarization and masculinity both in the domestic 
and the public spheres. The entire focus of the course is in assessing the possibilities of 
engendering notions of peace, conflict, justice, reconstruction, reparations and pre-post conflict 
gender arrangements and in challenging discourses and practices which invisibilize, minimize or 
justify the domination of women worldwide. It intends to give students a theoretical lens from 
which to examine Gender and Peace Building. 
 
The course will then focus on masculinities, including sexual orientation and identity issues, and 
their relationship to structural oppression, dominance, violence, especially that directed at 
women, and militarism. Is masculinity intrinsically related to violence? Can violence at home be 
separated from violence at the war front?  Femininities, including sexual orientation and identity 
issues, will also be discussed especially according to their traditional relationship to passivity, 
militarization and victimization. Are women really more peaceful? Does motherhood and 
maternal thinking make women more peace loving? Discourses about women’s  agency and 
women as victims will be critically analyzed. 
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GPB-6030 - Seminars 
Professor Dina Rodríguez 
The GPB Seminar is an open academic space organized with, and for, students throughout the 
year by the Department for Gender and Peace Education. The Seminar is arranged in 5 sessions 
distributed in the two academic semesters. During these periods the Head of Department and 
students will have the opportunity to discuss relevant scholarly issues in the Gender and 
Peacebuilding programme, as well as any other issue related to the Programme’s development. 
 
The seminars serve the purpose of enabling students to expand their knowledge, learn more 
about Costa Rica and make connections among courses and activities. To sustain the 
Programme’s objectives and students’ interests, many supplementary topics and discussions will 
be introduced in each session of the Seminar. Students will be motivated and are encouraged to 
bring a positive contribution to the sessions and to exercise the culture of peace values.  
Consultative and participatory methods will be an integral part of the Seminar. 

 
Five seminar sessions have been scheduled all year long, which will include in-class discussions, 
a few visits to relevant institutions in Costa Rica, and academic presentations by in-house 
professors, as the group agrees. The in-class discussion sessions will be an interactive forum 
where students exchange ideas on how best they can improve on their academic and 
environmental adaptability and progress; it will also be the time to critically reflect upon the 
ongoing process of the Independent Research Project. Suggestions on how they can be helped 
ease the adjustments and learning experience will be encouraged.  
 
GPB-6060 - Gender and Human Rights 
Professor Ameena Alrasheed 
Human rights are the basis for peace, justice and development, and there can be no peace and 
human rights  without justice, and that is why the gender perspective is crucial to the idea of 
justice and human rights. Human rights are a guide for good governance, and are based on 
principles of equality. The course will discuss human rights theory, its origin and gender bias 
within the theory. Gender and human rights as concepts are challenging to cultural diversity, 
national security and the issue of sovereignty. Human rights theories, are basically male created, 
and have required gender perspective over time and with development. The course will stimulate 
critical thinking, and will help students in formulating a holistic view on issues of justice, human 
rights and gender.     
 
GPB-6010 - Peace and Non Violent Transformation of Conflict 
Professor May E. King 
Within the general context of gender studies and peace and conflict studies, the course offers 
elementary knowledge of non-violent action as a method of pursuing social justice and 
transformation of conflict.  Although the fighting of wars relies on young men in their prime, 
nonviolent action has no gender exclusions, and women can be as effective as men. An 
introduction to theories and methods of non-violent strategic action is broadly connected to both 
gender and the building of enduring peace. The strategic thinking that underlies the use of non-
violent sanctions is considered, including its fundamental principles and theories of power. Not 
all conflicts can be mediated or resolved; some require full engagement, yet without bloodshed. 
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In democracies, where the rights of minorities may be ignored, and laws may not provide 
redress, it is important to have nonviolent methods for seeking fairness and justice. 
 
GPB-6020 - Research Methods 
Professor Amr Abdalla 
This course will develop students’ theoretical knowledge and applied skills in conducting 
qualitative, quantitative and participatory research in the fields of peace building and conflict 
analysis and resolution, with a strong emphasis on gender issues and their cultural implications. 
 
GPB-6022 - Gender mainstreaming in peacekeeping operations and in humanitarian 
assistance  
Professor Nadine Puechguirbal 
This course is designed to provide theoretical as well as field-based knowledge on the gender 
dimension of peacekeeping and humanitarian assistance. Throughout the two weeks, the students 
will be exposed to the major trends that have been used for the incorporation of a gender 
perspective in peacekeeping and humanitarian fields. Policies, programmes and practical case 
studies will be shared with the students with the aim of getting a thorough understanding of the 
positive and negative aspects of peacekeeping operations and humanitarian activities in different 
environments worldwide. At the end of the two-week course, the students shall be able to 
understand the cost of ignoring gender in peacekeeping mission and the delivery of humanitarian 
assistance and to analyze current situations with a gender perspective. 
 
GPB-6050 - Practices of Conflict Management and Peacebuilding 
Professor Linda Johnston 
In the first part of the course we will first look at the Conflict Resolution approach to theorizing 
conflict, understanding its origins, the vocabularies for speaking of conflict in ways that "get to 
the heart of the issue" and focusing on the root causes. Then we will move on to a critique of 
what talking in these ways fails to say - and with what repercussions - about gender, power, 
privilege, and difference. The second part of the course addresses various responses to conflict. 
The third part looks at peace processes and the challenges presented by the concept of peace 
building. 
 
GPB-6046 - Gender, Economics and Development 
Professor Ameena Alrasheed 
This course examines issues related to gender, and economic development, and the relationship 
between gender and the economy and development.  The course begins with basic conceptions of 
gender and then we focus on the theories of economics, and development theory.  The course 
addresses issues of poverty, economic reform, employment, and globalization.  We will examine 
in detail the impact of the all on gender. 
GPB-6090 - A Gender Analysis of the Environment and Sustainable Development 
Professor Virginia Cawagas 
Drawing on theories, perspectives, and experiences from diverse contexts, this course seeks to 
provide students with a holistic and critical understanding of the linkages between gender, 
environment and sustainable development. The course includes:  

(i) gender analysis as an analytical approach used to understand the relationships between 
men and women, the constraints they face relative to each other and how to reduce the 
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inequalities in access to and control over the resources; gender mainstreaming as “the 
process of assessing the implications for women and men of any planned action, 
including legislation, policies or programmes, in all areas and at all levels. It is a strategy 
for making women’s as well as men’s concerns and experiences an integral dimension of 
the design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of policies and programmes in all 
political, economic and societal spheres so that women and men benefit equally and 
inequality is not perpetuated. The ultimate goal is to achieve gender equality.” (ECOSOC 
1997/2) 

(ii) perspectives on nature and men and women’s experiences with the environment, as well 
as the need to address actual relationships of different groups of women with the 
environment, considering that women do not constitute a single homogenous group;  

(iii) changing perspectives and practice on women, gender and development WID, WAD and 
GAD; alternative paradigms of development and globalization; frameworks of gender 
and environmental security as they relate to climate change, biodiversity, energy and 
water management; and contemporary approaches to gender equity and mainstreaming in 
sustainable development; 

(iv) women’s empowerment through exemplars of organizations and communities working 
for sustainable development from different cultural contexts including Asian, Pacific, 
African, Latin American  and indigenous societies; and 

(v) writing sample proposals that integrate gender perspectives in the design, implementation 
and evaluation of sustainable development programmes, project and policies. 

 
GPB-6012 - The History of Sexual Rights 
Professor Jacobo Schifter Sikora 
This course introduces three key developments in the perception of sex and gender in the West 
and its political and legal implications.  The goals are to gain an understanding of major changes 
in perception on: 
(1) What is sex and gender; 
(2) How science, religion and philosophy help to construct these categories; and 
(3) Their political and ethical implications (or how they became human rights). 
Finally, no educational process is viable unless there is ongoing research to keep the programmes 
up-to-date and relevant.  UPEACE therefore envisions a very close collaboration between 
research activities and teaching activities, both those that occur on the main campus in Costa 
Rica and those that are carried out throughout the world at our partner institutions.  The 
University recognizes the need for much more understanding and research of all the issues 
related to gender, peace and security and hopes to contribute to this process.   
 
In conclusion, Gender is not a marginal question, but rather a central question determining the 
future of the whole institution of UPEACE.  
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Examples of students’ Independent Research Projects 
 

• Hannah Powell, USA (GPB 2010) “Feminist debate on prostitution: a comparative study on 
prostitution in the Netherlands, Sweden and Spain”. 

• Horace P. Nagbe, Liberia (GPB 2010) “Sexual violence (rape) against women and girls in post-
conflict Liberia: a challenge to sustainable peace”. 

• Rawle Small, Guyana (GPB 2009) “A critical discourse analysis of the patriarchal scheme of 
international peacebuilding”. 

• Maria Phiri, Zambia (GPB 2009), “Women/girls and the disarmament, demobilization and 
reintegration (DDR) process in Easter DRC: “a vial missing target”. 

• Ana Cláudia Menezes, Brazil (GPB 2008) “Wise women” Women’s indigenous knowledge 
helping humanitarian agencies to implement food security policies”. 

• Amel Abdel Fadil Eldihaib, Sudan (GPB 2008) “Customary law and women’s rights in a 
changing world: the case of southern Sudan”. 

• Anat Nir, Israel (GPB 2007) “Taking it to the bank : women’s financial empowerment in Israel”. 
• Yolisa Joy de Jager, Canada (GPB 2007) “Gender and restorative justice in hollow water, 

Canada”. 
• Alex Sivalie Mbayo, Sierra Leone (GPB 2006) “Rape as a weapon of war in Africa : perspectives 

and experiences - a case study of women victims of ten years rebel war (1991-2001) in Bo, 
southern Sierra Leone”. 

• Monica Kay Henry, USA (GPB 2006) “Good military wives stay in the closet : obstacles to 
openly opposing Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF)”. 

• Tahmina Khakimova, Tajikistan (GPB 2005) “Violence against women in the northern part of 
Tajikistan: can Islam stop suicide among Tajik women?”. 

• Denisse Temin Rosenfeld, Mexico (GPB 2005) “Living in fear, murdered in the dark, buried in 
the desert...why us? : a feminist analysis of the femicides in Ciudad Juárez”. 

• Hovig Etyemezian, Lebanon (GPB 2004) “Analysis of armenian women's empowerment status 
and contribution to the creation of a post-genocide diasporan society in Lebanon”. 

• Nesrin Hannoun, Jordan (GPB 2004) “Reconstruction in Afghanistan: women, agency and 
constitutional reform”. 
 

Examples of the professional involvement of GPB graduates: 
 

• Hovig Etyemezian, Lebanon (GPB 2004) is the Emergency Coordinator for the DR Congo of 
CARE International. 

• Angela Rossini Ison, Phillipines (GPB 2004) is the Associate Gender Affairs Officer United 
Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) 

• Shannon Mathieu, USA (GPB 2005) currently works at the Executive Office of the Secretary-
General, Political Unit. United Nations  

• Mariella Cruzado, Perú (GPB 2005) currently works as Specialist at the Department of Public 
Security Organization of American States (OAS).  

• Alex Sivalie Mbayo, Sierra Leone (GPB 2006) works as a University Lecturer at the Department 
of Peace and Conflict Studies, Fourah Bay College,University of Sierra Leone.  

• Monica Henry, USA (GPB 2006) works as New Beginnings Program Manager/Victim Advocate 
at Quileute Nations Organization  

• Grace Tasila Mbewe, Zambia (GPB-2007) works as Programme Coordinator at Mindolo 
Ecumenical Foundation in Zambia. 

• Ana Cláudia Menezes, Brazil (GPB 2008) currently works as Information and Documentation 
Officer for Angola Programme of Christian Aid in London.  
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17. 
 

Teaching, Research and Outreach at Institute for Gender and Development 
Studies, 

The University of the West Indies, St. Augustine, Trinidad & Tobago 
 

Piya Pangsapa, piya.pangsapa@sta.uwi.edu 
Head/Institute for Gender and Development Studies 

The University of the West Indies 
St. Augustine, Trinidad & Tobago 

 
 

Introduction74  
 
The Institute for Gender and Development Studies (IGDS) has its origins in the work of the 
Women and Development Studies Group (WDSG) at The University of the West Indies which 
was established on all three campuses of UWI in 1982.75 The IGDS is an autonomous 
multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary unit of The UWI and as such, its teaching programs, 
courses, research and outreach are carried out by IGDS staff often in collaboration with 
associated staff from other faculties and departments, with local and/or international 
collaborating partners and with students of gender studies.  The IGDS is founded on the 
understanding that social, cultural and historical processes have constructed and reproduced 
unequal gender relations within society and as such, the Institute emphasizes scholarship and 
teaching that is broadly comparative and recognises that gender is a fundamental category of 
analysis in all disciplines.   
 
In June 2011, members from all three Units of the IGDS and the RCU held its Annual Meeting 
where the Mission and Vision statements of the IGDS were revised as follows:76 Mission: To 
produce and disseminate knowledge to transform gender relations in the Caribbean in support of 
The UWI’s mission to enhance regional and international development; Vision: All UWI 
Graduates are committed to social justice and the promotion of gender-responsive human 
relations and development. Our Teaching is thereby guided by feminist theories and gender and 
development perspectives, principles and practices; our Research, from a gender perspective, 
investigates societal issues and challenges; our Outreach/Public Service seeks to transform 
gender relations and promote social justice; and, we continue to build partnerships and mobilize 
resources to facilitate all the above. 
 
In keeping with the Institute’s philosophical underpinnings, our programs may be disciplinary, 
multi-disciplinary or interdisciplinary, and the use of interactive, participatory methodologies 

                                                
74 This section and the following section (on Teaching) are partly based on the IGDS information guide as well as 
the Institute’s brochures and pamphlets. 
75 2011 marks the 18th anniversary of the Institute for Gender and Development Studies, formally, the Centre for 
Gender and Development Studies (est. 1993), which obtained Institute status in 2008. The IGDS, in its relatively 
short history,  has built up an enviable record of scholarship, publications and outreach. 
76 The IGDS is regional in scope with Units at the UWI Cave Hill Campus in Barbados and the UWI Mona Campus 
in Jamaica and a Regional Coordinating Unit located on the UWI Mona Campus. 
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and modes of delivery are especially encouraged. The Institute has a strong outreach program 
and prides itself on its achievements and activities in the area of public service to the community 
of Trinidad and Tobago and to the wider Caribbean region. A major event for instance is the 
Institute’s annual production in celebration of International Women’s Day which takes place in 
March each year and has become part of the University’s annual calendar of events. 
Additionally, the Institute provides consultancy services to a range of international, regional and 
national organizations and institutions.  
 
The following sections will look at: the graduate and undergraduate programs at the IGDS and 
how gender studies is taught here; the Diploma in Gender Studies; a selection of some courses 
that are specifically geared to encourage critical thinking and a concern for social/gender justice; 
our Research and Outreach work will help inform the discussion of what the critical issues are 
for women’s studies today at least in the context of Trinidad and Tobago and the Caribbean 
region, and may held shed some light on how we incorporate feminist political economy into the 
various components of our work and  how we integrate theory, policy, and activism into our 
curriculum.  
 
A section on feminist activism and pedagogy (by Gabrielle Hosein) will further address the 
above issues including, How is WS taught at our institution and How do we inspire our students 
to become future ethical leaders; and the final section will feature valuable feedback received 
from internal and external persons which provide some very useful insight into the kind of 
relationships that exist between the Institute and activist groups and coalitions, and the extent to 
which our academic program integrates feminist activism and policy work into the curriculum. 
They also share constructive but critical views on the teaching of women’s and gender studies 
within the academy. 
 
The Graduate and Undergraduate Programs at the IGDS  
 
As an interdisciplinary program, the IGDS offers a wide range of courses and programs at the 
undergraduate and graduate level that use the lens of gender to examine issues such as 
globalisation, history, literature, popular culture, feminist theory, development, sexuality studies, 
race and ethnicity, environment, policy, governance, law, cultural studies, philosophy and 
economics. Teaching is carried out independently, or in collaboration with associate staff from 
other faculties and departments. The IGDS employs a broad range of theoretical approaches and 
methods that help students to think critically and synthetically about the multiple axes of power 
through which gender identities and practices are constructed and challenged.  Overall, the IGDS 
academic program introduces students to relevant global, regional and national development 
issues; fosters critical thinking; develops strong verbal, writing and research skills, and 
encourages social advocacy.    
 
The Graduate Program  
 
The Institute offers a range of interdisciplinary graduate programs that attract a diverse intake of 
students who bring different areas of expertise and knowledge to seminars, courses and research 
projects. Our programs thus cater to the multi-faceted needs of the graduate client base and the 
IGDS has introduced a comprehensive revised graduate program that offers: an advanced 
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postgraduate diploma in Gender and Development; an MSc in Gender & Development; an MPhil 
in Interdisciplinary Gender Studies; and a PhD in Interdisciplinary Gender Studies.  The five 
core courses at the graduate level are: Contemporary Feminist Theorizing; Sexualities, Bodies 
and Power; Feminist Epistemology and Methodology; Gender Analysis for Development Policy 
and Planning; and Key Issues in Gender and Transformation in the Caribbean and an additional 
core requirement for those students doing an MSc, MPhil or PhD: Research Design and 
Methods. Eligible electives offered through our program include: The Philosophy of Gender in 
Caribbean Thought; Race, Ethnicity, Class and Gender in the Anglophone Caribbean; The 
Philosophy of Gender; and Advanced Feminist Theory.  
 
While all our graduate courses are geared towards encouraging critical thinking and a concern 
for social/gender justice, the Gender Analysis for Development Policy and Planning course is 
one that sets out to integrate theory and policy into its curriculum. Although there isn’t much 
emphasis on activism, the critique of policy highlights the need to understand societal forces 
when it comes to implementation. For example, the course raised a lot of very important issues 
including violence and sexuality so the emphasis on policy and needing to think about how to 
make it work and to understand the gap between policy and implementation does raise very 
important issues for activism.77 The course itself examines the theoretical debates underpinning 
the shifts in gender and development approaches, their relationship to broader feminist analyses 
as well as their implications for policy and praxis. It will also introduce students to the concepts 
of policy, the importance gender in policy environments – both governmental and non-
governmental, and the practical and theoretical tools for effective gender-sensitive research, 
policy formulation, implementation and evaluation of developmental challenges in the Caribbean 
and elsewhere. Jane Parpart, former Graduate Studies Coordinator at the IGDS, has indicated 
that the graduate sub-committee is also in favor of developing a graduate course on advocacy 
and activism. 
 
The Undergraduate Program  
 
In its interdisciplinary teaching program, the Institute offers a Minor in Gender Studies in the 
Faculty of Humanities and Education and a Minor in Gender and Development in the Faculty of 
Social Sciences. The Minor is also available to students in other faculties or departments. The 
Minor in Gender requires 15 credit hours comprising of one recommended pre-requisite course – 
Intro to Women’s Studies: Theoretical Concepts and Sources of Knowledge and five courses 
consisting of either 2 core courses and 3 electives (for the Minor in GS) or 3 core courses and 2 
electives (for the Minor in G&D). The core courses are: Feminist Theoretical Frameworks; Sex, 
Gender and Society: Sociological Perspectives; and Gender and Development with Reference to 
Caribbean Society. Elective courses include Men & Masculinities in the Caribbean, Women and 
Work in the Global Economy, Philosophy of Gender, Philosophy of Gender in Caribbean 
Thought, and Gender, Ethnicity and Class. Other electives are cross-listed courses with other 
departments such as Literature, French, Linguistics, History, Spanish, Film, Agriculture and 
Sociology and are taught by faculty from those departments who are also associated faculty of 
the IGDS. All of our undergraduate courses are specifically geared to encourage critical thinking 
and a concern for social and gender justice and our Intro to WS course in particular is an 
excellent illustration of how activism is deliberately integrated into the curriculum and how we 
                                                
77 Comment by Jane Parpart who developed and taught the Gender and Analysis course. 
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inspire students to ‘become future ethical leaders’. This immensely popular and successful 
course was developed and taught by Dr. Gabrielle Hosein who has written about activist 
pedagogies. 
 
Feminist Activism and Pedagogy78 
 
In her paper, Hosein reflects on ‘the use of activism, as a mode of knowledge production, to 
teach engaged epistemological and ethical thinking in Anglophone Caribbean Women’s Studies’ 
through a ‘popular action’ assignment in her Introduction to Women’s Studies course. The 
following excerpt from her article outlines the goals of this assignment: 
 

The ‘popular action’ assignment asked students to engage in consciousness 
raising on The University of the West Indies, St. Augustine campus by creating poster 
campaigns, organizing public workshops, staging popular theatre and interactive 
presentations, facilitating sessions for talking and sharing, and collaborating on other 
kinds of participatory activities, all focused on raising awareness of women’s issues and 
rights (Hosein 2008). The objectives of the first-year course reflect aspects of the original 
goals of Women’s Studies programs when they began to be introduced in the US in the 
1960s and 1970s…. 

When I began to teach the course full-time, to a class of ninety women and two 
men, I introduced the ‘popular action’ assignment in order to use experiential strategies to 
further students’ critical thinking as well as knowledge of women’s movements. Through 
activism, students could engage in consciousness raising, feel empowered to express their 
own perspectives and the perspectives of women on a range of issues, challenge male 
bias in various forms, and reflect on ways that Women’s Studies could remain connected 
to women’s movements…. 

The assignment itself was a consciousness raising one in the sense that it 
emphasized student learning through dialogue, praxis and reflecting on lived experience, 
as well as development of a sense of power to transform reality. It further aimed to 
engage and educate students outside the course on a range of women’s issues and aspects 
of feminist politics, and in so doing to build a more gender-conscious community….  

As a brief moment for engaging in public deliberation, and one largely given 
meaning through students’ own experiences or interests, the assignment can be critiqued 
for failing to adequately transcend the local. As Nancy Naples observes, “issue-based 
community activism often contributes to a narrow focus that renders invisible the larger 
political and economic factors in which the particular concern is embedded. Therefore, 
group members often have difficulty extending their political and economic analysis 
beyond the immediate context” (Naples 2002a, 92)…. 

Yet, the popular action assignment highlights how, through activism, students can 
be exposed to a wide range of debates, men’s views, perspectives on masculinity and 
tough critiques of their positions on issues….I argue that, as a pedagogical strategy, the 
popular actions enable and encourage male and female students to “challenge received 
orthodoxy” (Patai and Koertge, 2003, 120), including feminist kinds….      

                                                
78 This section is based on an article by Gabrielle Jamela Hosein entitled, ‘Caribbean Feminism, Activist Pedagogies 
and Transnational Dialogues’, forthcoming in Feminist Review, 2011. Dr. Hosein is a Lecturer at the IGDS, UWI St. 
Augustine Unit. 
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After the assignment was completed, students were able to discuss the theoretical 
approaches underpinning varying actions, and how their ideas and goals fell within or 
crossed different feminist frameworks…. 

What were the outcomes? Students chose a range of topics ranging from sexual 
and physical violence, pornography, contraception, child care, abortion and reproductive 
health to female drug abuse, body image, genital cutting, depiction of women in popular 
culture and advertising, Afro-Trinidadian women’s natural hair, and the naming of 
women’s body parts. Their creative, public and interactive actions drew large 
participation from women and men in the wider student body and stimulated a great deal 
of debate and knowledge sharing. Overall, students both in and out of the course gained 
an understanding of why feminist analyses and movements are nationally and regionally 
grounded as well as globally interconnected.79  

 
Given the tremendous popularity and success of the Intro to WS course and its popular action 
component, Dr. Hosein has developed a new first year undergraduate course that is specifically 
geared towards activism and social advocacy; the course is tentatively titled, ‘Global Feminist 
Activism’ and is being finalized with the aim of offering the course in the 2012 spring term. Dr. 
Hosein is also writing an article on the effect of popular action on men’s gender consciousness.  
  
Diploma in Gender Studies 
 
The Diploma in Gender Studies is offered through The UWI Open Campus under the Pre-
University & Professional Programs Department and delivered via multi-mode teaching and 
learning services through virtual and physical site locations across the Caribbean region. There 
are currently 42 site locations of the Open Campus in the region, serving 16 countries in the 
English-speaking Caribbean. Many of the Open Campus’ courses and programs offer students 
the opportunity to study while remaining in full-time employment.80 
 
The diploma program is specifically designed for women and men working in non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs), women’s bureaux, church-related organizations, community and 
international development agencies, social service agencies, and national planning institutions. 
The Diploma in Gender Studies is therefore geared towards providing practitioners and 
policymakers with a practical understanding of gender and its influence on all spheres of life: 
social, economic, political, and personal; and an appreciation of the impact of gender on national 
development. Students who complete the diploma should gain an awareness of how gender 
shapes personal consciousness and interpersonal relationships and an understanding of how 
gender determines the social, political and economic inequalities between men and women in 

                                                
79 References from Hosein article:  
Hosein, Gabrielle. “Speak Out! Feminist Activism from Behind the Scenes”. The Caribbean Review of Gender 

Studies, no. 2 (November 2008): 1-6. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5WXPtu5--d0 
Naples, Nancy. “Teaching Community Action in the Introductory Women’s Studies Classroom”. In Teaching 

Feminist Activism: Strategies from the Field. New York: Routledge, 2002a, 71–94. 
Patai, Daphne and Noretta Koertge. Professing Feminism: Education and Indoctrination in Women’s Studies. 
Lanham: Lexington Books, 2003. 
80 See http://www.open.uwi.edu/about/welcome-uwi-open-campus    
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Caribbean society; they should also have the ability to use gender as a tool of analysis in the 
development of projects, programs and policies. 
 
Some of the specialized and practical courses offered in the diploma program include: Research 
Methods and Interactive Skills, Issues of Gender and Power in Caribbean Society, Issues of 
Gender and Social Policy, Cultural Representations and the Construction of Masculinity and 
Femininity, Gender and Development: Social and Economic Considerations, Women’s 
Organizing and Development of the Women’s Movement in the Caribbean, Gender and the 
Caribbean Family: Organization and Relationships, Feminist Theorizing: The Connection 
between Theory and Practice, Issues of Gender and Social Policy: Health, Education and 
Empowerment, and Issues of Gender and Power in Caribbean Society: Politics, Religion and the 
Law. All courses are delivered online and an online orientation is conducted before the start of 
the program. Students complete a total of 30 credits and a year-long research project worth 6 
credits. Online manuals for self-study are provided and students engage in online interaction with 
their instructors and colleagues from different countries. This diploma program, which utilizes 
distance, blended, online and face-to-face learning modes, is usually completed in 18 months.81   
  
RESEARCH  
 
The IGDS has a long history of involvement in regional, community and faculty research and its 
work is very much grounded in the realities and challenges that face women and men. Our 
research thus reflect these foci as we continue to search for answers in the constant effort 
towards a more equitable and just society. Generally speaking, the Institute’s research profile 
reflects a concern with gendered issues that affect all areas of society and an aim to build gender 
consciousness and gender analysis skills in both research and policy in the Caribbean region.  
  
In the years following the establishment of the Centre in 1993, research was initially focused on: 
the constructions of Caribbean masculinities; areas studies on the diaspora; intersections of 
ethnicity, class and gender; and a project on island sustainability, livelihood and equity. By 2000, 
these research areas were further extended into projects ranging from masculinity, crime, and 
violence in Caribbean society to a gendered case study of an endangered wetland in Trinidad & 
Tobago (the Nariva Swamp) which sought to examine the dynamics of male and female 
interaction with their bio-physical environment and natural resource use. Other research projects 
include: the development of a gender, science and technology database; the launch of the 
women, gender and water project which looks at access to clean water as a major social and 
environmental issue; a study on male ‘underachievement’ and gender differentials in secondary 
and tertiary education systems in Trinidad and Tobago; and a research initiative that examines 
the influence of gender norms, expectations, behaviors and the associated power relations on 
sexuality and the implications for HIV/AIDS risk and prevention in Trinidad & Tobago. 
 
In the last five years, the IGDS STA Unit has seen the expansion of research across the 
humanities and social sciences as part of an integrated regional research program, Gender in 
Caribbean Thought: Breaching Frontiers and Understanding Difference, of the three campuses.  
                                                
81This section adapted and excerpted from: http://www.open.uwi.edu/pre-university-professional/programmes and 
http://www.open.uwi.edu/pre-university-professional/diploma-gender-studies 
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Some of the groundbreaking research work under this broad theme range from cultural studies to 
gender, health and public policy making, all involving active engagement in community 
outreach. These projects include: The Making of Feminisms in the Caribbean which aims to 
present a concrete response to the lacunae in the literature and history of Women’s Activism and 
Politics; Film, Image and Iconography of the Caribbean which attempts to provide curricula 
material for courses in gender studies, creative arts, cultural studies and other Caribbean content 
courses; A Different Imagination- Documentary Series which employ images to interrogate 
knowledge and ideas that have shaped the Caribbean; Gender and Ethnomusicology- Reading 
Three Canal through Ethnomusicology and Visuality which engages in a reading of the music 
and videos produced by this talented Trinidadian group of musicians; Breaking the Silence: A 
Multi-Sectoral Approach to Preventing and Addressing Child Sexual Abuse in Trinidad & 
Tobago which deals with the taboo subject of child sexual abuse/incest and its implications for 
HIV throughout Trinidad & Tobago by empowering children, parents, communities, policy 
makers, and service providers with the aim of reducing the prevalence of child sexual 
abuse/incest; Building Responsive Policy: Gender, Sexual Culture and HIV & AIDS in the 
Caribbean which aims to produce knowledge of the sexual cultures of the Caribbean region and 
the implications for HIV/AIDS risk; and Conceptualising Global Democracy  which aims to 
explore how democracy can be understood and practiced in relation to global issues.  
 
Other research work include studies on: gender and popular culture; rethinking the Caribbean 
economy; transnationality and gender; gender and democracy; the autobiographies of women in 
science; gender, labor, migration and environmental issues in the Caribbean; and continuing 
work on: feminist theory and epistemology; gender politics and activism; gender mainstreaming 
in integrated water  management in the Caribbean; gender and recreational water use; women 
and small and micro-enterprises in the Caribbean; women, politics and governance; gender-based 
differentials in Caribbean education systems; and gender, development and empowerment which 
explores the possibility of new ways of thinking about, discussing and defining gender and 
empowerment and the limitations of empowerment in dangerous circumstances. 
 
The IGDS recently received a large grant for a three-year research project on Politics, Power and 
Gender Justice in the Anglophone Caribbean: Women’s Understanding of Politics, Experiences 
of Political Contestation and the Possibilities for Gender Transformation which sets out to 
examine four strategies to promote democratic governance, women’s rights and gender equality 
by focusing on specific countries where women’s struggles appear to have been won and 
explores whether the growing visibility and number of women in political leadership translate 
into gains for women. Trinidad and Tobago provide an appropriate case study for examining the 
impact of women’s contemporary political leadership, Guyana for exploring the impact of quota 
systems, Dominica for exploring the impact of national gender policies, and the Caribbean 
Institute for Women in Leadership (CIWiL) for evaluating the impact of feminist advocacy on 
women’s rights, effectiveness and representation in democratic governance. These cases offer 
insights into transnational, regional and national alliances between states, international 
organizations, NGOs and feminist movements, and demonstrate the relevance of national case 
studies for understanding regional and global experiences. Indeed, both regional and national 
case studies are essential if we are to understand how democracy, the state and politics are/can be 
sites for renegotiating gender relations in different twenty-first century contexts. Research 
conducted for this project will be integrated into classroom discussion on issues of democratic 
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governance, decision-making, women’s rights and women in leadership positions.  
 
Another newly funded research project deals with social and environmental injustice in the 
context of ten island-nation states. The study aims to: provide an empirical assessment of 
whether awareness of injustices generates greater responsibility through civic engagement and 
competing ideas of citizenship; assess the impact of diverse cultural backgrounds on 
environmental and ecological citizenship and examine the links between environmental justice 
and citizenship in this rapidly changing region, investigate the kinds of resistance networks 
emerging throughout the region, and analyze the effectiveness of the work of social movements 
and civil society groups. 
 
IN HOUSE JOURNAL 
 
In April 2007, the Institute launched the publication of the Caribbean Review of Gender Studies - 
an open access, peer reviewed online journal of the Institute for Gender and Development 
Studies and the first online journal of The University of the West Indies. The CRGS was created 
to stimulate cross-cultural exchanges among Caribbean peoples within the region, those in the 
Caribbean Diaspora, as well as those who bring a comparative perspective to bear on Caribbean 
gender and feminist concerns. The journal is established around an identity and voice emanating 
from Caribbean realities of the effects of power in gender, ethnicity and class relations and 
welcomes critical disciplinary or multi-disciplinary scholarly articles and creative contributions 
that broaden networks and enhance the global understanding and reach of Caribbean feminist 
thinking. This Open Access Online Journal of the IGDS is intended to offer a forum both to 
persons already recognized in the field, as well as to new scholars, to present work which is 
easily accessible and available to our students and to readers as far and as wide as the web can 
take it. The journal welcomes scholarship and creative work done within the framework of 
feminist and gender theorizing that is for and about the Caribbean and strictly adheres to 
international standards of peer review.82 
 
OUTREACH/PUBLIC SERVICE  
 
Several of the Institute’s major funded research projects have a strong outreach/public service 
component and serve as direct channels for incorporating feminist political economy into WS 
and for integrating theory and policy into our curriculum. The project on Gender, Sexuality and 
the Implication for HIV and AIDS for example, proceeds from the theoretical premise that 
gender profoundly influences sexuality, including the sexual conduct that places individuals at 
risk for HIV infection. The findings from the study will be used to propose research-based 
interventions to aid in the prevention of HIV/AIDS and other sexually transmitted diseases. This 
study comprises of two main sub-projects: Breaking the Silence: A Multi-Sectoral Approach to 
Preventing and Addressing Child Sexual Abuse in Trinidad and Tobago and, Building 
Responsive Policy: Gender, Sexual Culture and HIV and AIDS in the Caribbean. The former  (in 
partnership with the Coalition Against Domestic Violence (CADV), Caribbean Health Research 
Council (CHRC) and Arts in Action (UWI Department of Creative and Festival Arts) seeks to 
break the silence on the taboo subject of child sexual abuse (CSA)/incest and its implications for 
                                                
82 This section extracted from http://sta.uwi.edu/crgs/about.asp and http://sta.uwi.edu/crgs/philosophy.asp  
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HIV throughout T&T by empowering children, parents, communities, policy makers and service 
providers who work in child protection, HIV/AIDS and women’s rights; the latter aims to 
produce knowledge of the sexual cultures of the Caribbean region and the implications for 
HIV/AIDS risk with research taking place in Barbados, Suriname, and Trinidad and Tobago. 
 
The Project Coordinators are analyzing the data collected and completing the evaluation focus 
groups with participants of all the workshops held, and working with the Caribbean Health 
Research Council to write up the evaluation report. The Project has also successfully launched a 
Break the Silence media campaign to a national level in addition to producing a radio soap opera 
that involves community members where the research took place; hosting a training workshop 
for the School of Education staff and students; and recently held a Regional Conference where 
the Research Findings and an Intervention Model on Understanding and Preventing Child Sexual 
Abuse and HIV Risk were presented. Additionally, Breaking the Walls of Silence events have 
been happening across the country in support of this IGDS outreach and research project on child 
sexual abuse. The Institute is also currently involved in a 2011/2012 regional outreach and 
research project on sexual relationships and gender issues among UWI students and in-school 
youth. This UWI Sexual Safety Initiative Project (SSIP), funded by the Ford Foundation for the 
IGDS UWI Mona Campus Unit, attempts to clarify the nature and development of sexual 
relationships among UWI students and address the impact of gender-based issues including sex 
and power relations on HIV/STI risk among male and female students. The results are expected 
to improve our understanding of critical issues affecting sexual risk among youth women and 
men. 
 
Another outreach project of the Institute is Water for Life: The Trinidad and Tobago Initiative: A 
Model for Community Participation in partnership with the Women Gender and Water Network. 
In 2010, the project leaders organized Water for Life Summer Vacation Camps in three rural 
communities and successfully delivered gender-sensitive, educational interventions to improve 
water safety and water quality in water-scarce communities in Trinidad and Tobago. The 
Rainwater harvesting component in different communities is another outreach activity while the 
WGWN’s Children, Water & Education Workshop on Gender and Water is geared towards 
educating children on water issues.  
 
Other major activities related to the outreach work of the Institute have to do with the 
development of National Gender Policies (the most recent the British Virgin Islands) and gender 
training workshops for staff (e.g. the Belize Women’s Department), and providing other kinds of 
support (such as help in establishing a Gender Bureau for the Bermudian Government). This 
outreach component further extends the research mandate of the Institute as well since we are 
also expected to produce the training manuals in addition to conducting the workshops (e.g. our 
O&R Officer developed the Gender and Water Module for the Children’s Water Vacation Camp 
Instructor’s Manual). The IGDS has an Outreach and Research Officer responsible for taking on 
many of the public and community service activities; for example, this officer facilitates a skills 
training program for ‘at risk’ youths between the ages of 15-24 throughout Trinidad; and is also 
required to do some teaching and as a result, policy is integrated into our curriculum this way.  
 
All in all, these research and outreach areas reflect the critical issues and concerns for Women’s 
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Studies within Trinidad & Tobago and in the Caribbean region today.83 
 
FEEDBACK FROM EXTERNAL/INTERNAL PERSONS  
 
Interviews with one internal person and three external persons who have worked with the 
Institute shed some insight into the kind of relationships that exist between the IGDS and activist 
groups and coalitions, the extent to which our academic program integrates feminist activism and 
policy work into the curriculum, and how can we inspire our students to become future ethical 
leaders. They also share their views on the teaching of women’s and gender studies within the 
academy. The following are excerpts from their feedback.84  
 
On Teaching  
 
‘My vision is for a gender course to become a foundation course alongside the already existing 
university foundation courses’.    
 
‘Gender issues need to be incorporated in foundation courses that ALL students across the 
campus take, as this would help with consciousness raising around taboo gendered issues... Not 
an entire course but at least 3-4 classes of a foundation course...Gender should not just be 
taught/dealt with/ divulged into ONLY at a tertiary academic level. IGDS should expand their 
wings outside of the university, targeting schools, primary, and secondary as well as work 
places...this would help with sensitizing the public and young people, who are very vulnerable to 
new information, to gender and gender issues. It would also help with the socialization process 
and gender relations on the whole… I seriously think gender should be incorporated into the 
OSHA courses as understanding gender and gender issues play an important part in mental 
health issues and how effectively and positively people engage with and relate to one another. I 
am actually considering enrolling in an OSHA program at Cipriani Labour College and 
formatting a gender sensitization workshop for companies’. 
 
‘The IGDS had been highly instrumental both within and without the campus community in 
effecting awareness of gender issues and paradigms over the past five years or so, more so than 
in the past. The impact of this has been renewed interest and growth in the programs and 
perception of the Institute. Nevertheless, perhaps more can be done along these lines: The image 
of the IGDS must evolve more to be seen as an Institute for both males and females more on than 
the prevailing image of a crucible for females and female-related studies…I also think targeting 
                                                
83 A listing of some of the current research  topics of our graduate students gives us some idea of the critical issues 
for Women’s and Gender Studies in Trinidad & Tobago: A Look at Divorce: Perceptions and Realities; Troubling 
Gender in Trinidad: Carnival theatre and transformation; Sex Work in Trinidad & Tobago; Sexual Politics, Gender 
Relations and Transformation in an Oil and Gas Company in Trinidad; Heteronormativity Subjected Sexuality and 
Rights: The Trinidad Experience; Gender, Women and Work in Institutions of Higher Learning in Trinidad & 
Tobago; Women’s Relationship to the Supernatural in Trinidad & Tobago; Gender and Food Security in Trinidad & 
Tobago; Getting Through: What Constitutes Empowerment in Mediation-like Activity in Trinidad?; Investigating 
the Relevance of Perceptions of Gender Identity to Episodes of Interpersonal Communication Conflict; A Sense of 
Place: A Study of the Impact of the Gender Machinery of Trinidad and Tobago 1975 -2004 with special reference to 
the Public Service; Perceptions of HIV/AIDS Risk Factors held by HIV Positive and Other Women in Tobago; 
Cyber Gender-Based Violence and the Second Life; Humanizing Development: A Gendered Approach to Capturing 
the Lessons from the Development of the Community of Point Fortin, Trinidad and Tobago; 
84 These interviews were conducted in May 2011/June 2011. 
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the Administrative Assistants of the Campus within faculties can go a long way in spreading the 
gender gospel as they have direct impact on the student body though interface; Insufficient focus 
is placed on the ‘Development Studies’ dimension of the IGDS. Only ‘Gender’ is forthcoming 
and the Institute stands for much more. Perhaps a thrust in cross-disciplinary areas at the 
graduate level needs to be more publicized so students can see the link more clearly; If we look 
at the UWI strategic Plan, there may be an indication that the IGDS has more of a pivotal role in 
equipping graduates with sound critical thinking skills as they leave our walls; What about 
national praxis? How close is the IGDS in effecting national discussions for policy-making? 
Today's gender climate in Trinidad is ripe and rife for discussions among gender-interest groups 
- not male and female - on all matters that pervade our daily lives; Gender sensitivity and gender 
awareness must be cultivated at the primary level. I think there is a critical need for a related 
'Gender in Education’ course in the School of Education’s B.Ed. program. At the Year 1 level, 
we inculcate attitudes and disposition among 200 school teachers on an annual basis. This means 
we effect change in 1,000 classrooms every five years. As well, many B.Ed. students testify that 
Men & Masculinities, in spite of the reading, is the most enjoyable course they pursue 
throughout their three years of study. This can be even more profound if they were allowed to 
develop basic concepts in Year 1.’ 
 
The final respondent is an internal member of staff who serves as Research Project Coordinator 
and deals directly with members of civil society, and our local and regional partner 
organizations. Her comments, critique, and reflection provide useful insight into the kind of 
relationships that exist between the IGDS and activist groups and coalitions, and the extent to 
which our academic program integrates feminist activism and policy work and what more we can 
do towards fostering a generation of graduates and stakeholders who can bring critical, ethical 
and informed perspectives to bear on such local and global matters:   
 
‘Based on multiple informal conversations with stakeholders from community-based and non-
governmental organizations that deal directly and indirectly with gender issues in Trinidad and 
Tobago, as well as IGDS students that are working in these agencies, there seems to be a glaring 
disconnect between IGDS’s tireless outreach and research efforts and the perceptions from 
stakeholders that IGDS operates in an academic vacuum that does not take into consideration the 
practical experience of those on the front-line of service delivery.  
 
‘The two consistent explanations that stakeholders offer on why this is occurring are 1) IGDS 
staff does not attempt enough to translate important theoretical analysis surrounding gender 
issues into a language and/or practical tools that policymakers and community members can 
understand and use; 2) they do not partner the students they are teaching with stakeholders on the 
ground to translate the important theoretical analysis that they are writing about and learning into 
solving practical issues that stakeholders face; and 3) when IGDS does attempt to conduct 
outreach, they approach issues with an authority that they are the ones that understand the 
problem due to their knowledge of the research/literature in gender studies and do not seriously 
engage with frontline stakeholders as agents of knowledge that understand the problem from a 
different perspective despite their lack of academic grounding.  
 
‘The two consistent responses IGDS staff offer when approached with these sentiments are 1) 
since its inception, IGDS staff have been involved with continuous outreach efforts where they 
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acknowledge the work and knowledge of front-line stakeholders and attempt to work with them 
to create gender justice in wider society and 2) gender studies students need a safe space and 
time during their academic studies to theorize and it is not the responsibility of an academic 
institution to provide students with practical experience. This translates into an environment 
where the important recommendations that result from IGDS research and teaching efforts are 
not being implemented to their full potential by the systems, agencies and persons they are 
attempting to reach. This exact issue was also brought up by a range of participants at the recent 
Institute for Gender and Development Studies Biennial Symposium: Contemporary Issues in 
Caribbean Research on Gender and Feminism at the Cavehill, Barbados campus in February 
2011. In fact, there were preliminary discussions by all participants that perhaps the feminist 
agenda for the next decade in the Region should attempt to address the disconnect between 
academia and activism.  
 

‘Proposed Solutions: 
 
‘1. IGDS should increase their efforts to inform/educate wider society (via media) about all the 
serious outreach work they continue to conduct;  
 
2. At the Msc level, create a course where students are required to work 1.5 days per week across 
the academic year at a community agency, working as an integral part of the organization where 
they develop their required Master's Project/Thesis linked to their area of interest. The 
completion of this project and accompanying master’s paper could be required as part of the 
Gender Msc degree. Students could complete and defend a master’s paper based on their 
experience, and present a poster session to faculty, peers and their community preceptor. Some 
students may go on to publish their results. 
 
‘In preparation for developing their final paper, students could be required to identify an issue or 
problem of significance to the target community or agency, synthesize the literature, develop an 
approach or methodology to address the issue, and either implement and test the validity of a 
proposed approach or set out a detailed prescription for addressing it. Projects should be focused 
so that they may be completed within one academic year. 
 
‘The Projects should be designed to integrate gender academic studies with practice skills by: 
    * Addressing a need identified by the host organization 
    * Benefiting the community or a particular target population 
    * Supporting IGDS goals and objectives 
    * Directly relating to a student’s academic goals, objectives, and professional interests 
    * Involving appropriate Agency and IGDS faculty as advisors.  
 
‘Students could select a Project site from a database of community organizations that meet the 
following criteria: 
    * Structure can accommodate a Service Learning orientation 
    * Needs relate to IGDS goals, learning objectives and learning activities 
    * Commitment to supporting student projects and facilitating students’ full participation. 
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‘Sponsoring agencies would have to designate a qualified member of their staff to serve as the 
community-based preceptor for each assigned Gender Studies student. The preceptor would 
guide the student’s experience on site, help her/him think critically about the concrete details and 
meaning of activities, and facilitate interactions with agency staff and community members. A 
student’s final Masters project could be supervised by a committee comprised of: 1) a Gender 
Studies faculty member, and 2) a community site preceptor. This committee could provide 
ongoing support and guidance to students during the project. Other faculty can act as additional 
resources during the project. The committee must agree regarding successful completion of the 
project, including thesis defense and poster presentation, which would force a level of 
communication that seems to be lacking between academics and front-line stakeholders. It would 
also improve IGDS research outputs.’  
 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
Hilary Beckles identifies the ‘five most pressing issues facing each Caribbean society – 
HIV/AIDS, economic decline, political fragmentation, social decay, cultural stasis.’85 Within the 
context of Trinidad and Tobago, the critical issues for WS today are: sexual and physical 
violence including domestic abuse and child sexual abuse/incest, HIV/AIDS, pornography, 
homosexuality, homophobia, crime, sexual and reproductive rights, family planning, child care, 
abortion, body image, depiction of women in popular culture, and male underachievement and 
education, among others (see footnote 10). Since gender is a fundamental category of analysis in 
all our courses, our teaching is guided by feminist theories and gender and development 
perspectives, principles and practices with the understanding that social, cultural and historical 
processes have constructed and reproduced unequal gender relations within society. And since 
our goal is to transform gender relations and promote social justice, we make a deliberate effort 
where we can, to integrate theory, policy and activism into our curriculum, especially through 
teaching and through our outreach work. We thereby encourage critical thinking and a concern 
for social and gender justice in this way which also inspires our students to become future ethical 
leaders.   
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

                                                
85 Hilary Beckles, ‘A Site of Resistance for the Region’, UWI Today, Sunday, May 29th 2011, pp.20-21. Beckles is 
Pro-Vice Chancellor and Principal of The UWI Cave Hill Campus in Barbados. 
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18. 
 

Globalising Gender Equality and Social Justice 
WIDE – Women in Development Europe 

 
Patricia Muñoz Cabrera 

 
1. WHO WE ARE: WIDE’s Organisational Structure 
 
Our network was born in 1985 at the third UN World Conference on Women (Nairobi, Kenya). 
There, a small group of committed and passionate feminist scholars and activists decided to join 
forces to fight for the achievement of gender equality in European institutions, in civil society 
organisations, in academia and in social movements. 
 
Since then, WIDE has developed into a formal network with membership in 24 European 
countries as well as in most CEE and CIS countries of Europe.86 We also have one big regional 
platform based in Poland. This umbrella organisation has a membership which covers the CEE 
and CIS regions of Europe. WIDE also has developed strategic partnerships with various 
women's migrants’ organisations and networks based in Europe. Our global alliances include 
women’s organisations struggling for gender and social justice in Africa, Asia and Latin 
America. WIDE's membership also brings together more than 100 individual members from 
around the world. 
 
As a network, WIDE is organised around twelve European national platforms (NPs), a Board of 
Directors, an Executive Committee, and a Secretariat in Brussels. The National Platforms are 
women’s organizations and non-governmental development organisations that lobby their 
respective governments and institutions and raise awareness in public audiences. Thanks to their 
partnerships and alliances with social movements and organisations in other regions of the world, 
gender equality concerns are effectively mainstreamed in mixed organisations fighting for social 
justice and equitable development worldwide. 
 
WIDE’s Secretariat has its headquarters in Brussels. It is comprised of five qualified 
professionals who, under the leadership of the Executive Director, implement our Strategic 
Programme, monitor our advocacy work, ensure a relationship of critical engagement87 with 
policymakers at the European Commission, and maintain a permanent flow of communication 
and knowledge dissemination within network. One important part of this dissemination work 
includes sharing relevant information on developments in trade and development policymaking. 
This policy analysis is highly valued by Network members, as well as our allies and partners 
within Europe and globally. 
 
Today, WIDE is legally established in Belgium as a non-profit organisation. Moreover, we are 
recognised as a credible professional feminist network of scholars, practitioners and activists 

                                                
86 CEE: Central and Eastern European Countries; CIS: Commonwealth of Independent States 
87 By critical engagement I mean pressurising for policy influence so that our proposals for just and gender equal EU 
policies/practices are taken on board by EU policymakers. 
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who are thinking, acting and advocating for gender equality and social justice in development, 
and macroeconomic policy-making. 
 
2. WIDE’s Vision and Mission  
 
1) First, through strategic partnerships with EU and global allies, we seek to contribute to 
changes in EU and global economic and social policies/ practices so that human rights are 
enforced globally. In particular, we want to make EU and global decision-makers accountable to 
international commitments and protocols on women’s social, cultural, economic, sexual and 
reproductive rights including the MDGs, and the ESCR Convention, amongst others, see below). 
 
2) Second, we want to contribute to shifting the mindset and the practices of economic and 
development policy-makers. WIDE works to persuade them of the urgent need to transform 
economic policies so that they reflect a concern with redistributive justice and equal share of the 
responsibilities involved in social reproduction. To WIDE this is a cornerstone in ensuring 
sustainable livelihoods and human security for everyone. 
 
Our Feminist values 
 
WE ARE FIGHTING FOR GENDER AND SOCIAL JUSTICE 
 
• WIDE’s work is grounded on gender equality and equity. For WIDE women’s rights are a 
cornerstone for sustainable human development and participatory democracy. WIDE believes in 
justice and equality for all women and men and in relationships of  solidarity between people 
globally. 
 
• WIDE is committed to political action and to being part of a global women's movement. At 
European and global level, WIDE promotes an international human rights perspective which 
assumes the indivisibility of civil, political, social, economic and cultural rights. This is WIDE’s 
reference framework for policy analysis and political action. 
 
• WIDE values diversity as one of the strengths of the network. Women are not a  homogenous 
group. We recognize and celebrate our diversities as women with different experiences, 
perspectives and priorities. We also recognise that many of the differences informing our 
positions in real life are based on relationships of inequality and privilege that must be constantly 
called into question. Therefore, WIDE’s overall work consistently challenges ideologies (such as 
patriarchy-defined hetero-normativity and racism) and power systems hampering women’s full 
enjoyment of their fundamental rights: economic, cultural, sexual and reproductive rights). 
 
• WIDE promotes participatory democracy. WIDE is governed by its members. Consequently, 
WIDE responds to the collective will of the WIDE membership. This  collective will is expressed 
through democratic processes that are inclusive, consensual, participative and consultative. 
WIDE encourages collective leadership and foster creativity and innovation as useful strategies 
to reach our goals. 
 
• WIDE is independent of political or religious affiliation, and we actively welcome and  support 
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members of all sections of society who strive for gender and social justice. 
 
Our principles 
 
Our analytical framework recognizes the following principles: 
 
 • Women’s lives are interconnected. WIDE strives for a comprehensive understanding of 
 the multidimensional realities informing women’s existence/lives require an engagement 
 with the interconnections between the local, national, regional and global levels. Therefore 
 WIDE is particularly interested in connecting with other women's groups from other 
 regions and continents of the world as well as from other contexts/social contexts. 
 
 • Gender is socially constructed. The concept of ‘gender’ is used in recognition of how 
 femininities and masculinities are socially constructed rather than fixed and ‘natural’ 
 categories. Since gender is socially constructed to privilege hegemonic/dominant power 
 relations, we assume that it can be dismantled through deconstruction and redefinition. 
 This analysis and practice allow for the possibility of transforming gendered power 
 relationships which disempower women in their daily lives and which continue to 
 subordinate them in political and policy arenas. 
 
 • Women are agents of change. We see women as active drivers of constructive change. 
 Women play a key role in shaping the social, economic and political context of their 
 lives, and have the right to influence the policies and decisions that have a direct impact 
 upon their lives and livelihoods and scope of action. 
 
 • Gender inequality is not the only source of discrimination women endure, 
 intersectionality matters. Gender discrimination is inextricably linked to other forms of 
 intersecting discriminations such as racism, class and heterosexist discrimination. 
 
 • Violence against women must be eradicated once and for all. WIDE works towards 
 the eradication of all forms of violence and discrimination against women, in accordance 
 with various international instruments and conventions including, among others: 
 
  • The UN Beijing Platform for Action (BPFA). • The UN Convention against all  
  Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) and its optional protocol (OP). 
  • The International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR). 
  • The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. 
  •UN Convention against Transnational Organized Crime, and its Protocol to Prevent,  
  Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, specifically Women and Children. 
  • The UN Security Council 1325 Resolution on Women, Peace and Security. 
  • The UN Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).  
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Our Methodologies: Thinking, Acting, Mobilising to Transform 
 
To WIDE, gender justice is inextricably linked to social justice–they are two humps of the same 
camel. We believe that for transformative change to be long-lasting, it must be nourished by 
knowledge that is informed by a desire to combat social injustices, in particular those that 
hamper women’s integral rights. This transformative knowledge must bring about some changes 
at several levels: policy, political, cultural (mindset shifting). Moreover, this knowledge must 
sustain the framework of our struggle, i.e. the commitments made in the context of the BPFA 
(1995), the CEDAW Convention and the several Covenants and Protocols relating to human 
rights, in particular women’s rights. 
 
In line with this political standpoint, we strive to produce knowledge for policy and 
political action. This knowledge nourishes the political agenda of network members and is 
appreciated by our allies within social movements. In fact, our output is often included in their 
demands for just trade, investment and financial policies/practices addressed to European 
institutions, Multinationals and International Financial Institutions that are responsible for global 
governance. 
 
One seminal aspect of the knowledge we produce (in briefings, research papers, leaflets, 
communiqués, recommendations, input to ad hoc consultations, etc) is that it seeks to: 
 
 • expose and challenge unjust policies and practices  
 • hold institutions and political leaders accountable for regressions in the agenda of 
 women’s human rights (in Europe and globally). 
 • identify and promote alternative proposals to the current neoliberal model (economic and 
 development) from women’s perspectives. 
 
At the macro level, we challenge orthodox economic thinking and promote the works by feminist 
heterodox thinking. Concretely, we want to promote feminist heterodox economic thinking as a 
model which can ensure rights-based, environmentally sustainable socio-economic models. At 
the micro level (or the local level), we are identifying and capturing the contextualised empirical 
knowledge produced by women on the ground so that we can enhance the impact of our 
advocacy in Europe while ensuring the political legitimacy of our feminist claims (speaking on 
behalf of others without dominating or instrumentalising their experiences & knowledges). 
Conceptually speaking, we believe in the correlation between the macro and the micro level of 
policy-making (what has been referred to as the macro-meso-micro level). 
 
Bridging the gap between feminist academia and activism in the global struggle for 
women’s integral rights.88

 
 

We come from many different cultural and geographical backgrounds, a fact which enriches our 
analysis (the intercultural or diversity perspective). Some of us are academics, others are 
activists, and many are both. Because of our multidisciplinary backgrounds, we are uniquely 
equipped to develop conceptual work on macroeconomic thinking and social justice and tailor it 

                                                
88 In agreement with UN universal Chart of Human rights + Protocols and Conventions, WIDE uses the concept of 
Economic, Social, Cultural, Civil and Political Rights. 
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to networking, advocacy and lobbying needs. Our efforts to constantly mind the gap between 
academia and activism brings us close to social movements fighting for similar goals. And when 
some of us move too much into theory, there is always a critically constructive colleague who 
brings us back to the “ragged edges of real necessity” (to put it in Cornel West’s terms). 
 
Therefore, processes of collective knowledge production for policy-making shifts are key to 
WIDE. Some of the many spaces through which we actually create this interweaving of 
knowledges (theoretical, empirical, policy and political) are: our capacity-building activities, our 
thematic working groups and our international Annual Conferences (see Annex with list of most 
recent Conferences). All these are spaces of strategic convergence which are immensely valuable 
for several reasons: they strengthen our sense of collective belonging, they give us an 
opportunity to build synergies between activists and scholars, they provide us with a space from 
which to analyse crucial challenges and opportunities from an angle that is simultaneously 
multidisciplinary and intercultural. Clearly, WIDE has gradually moved into a platform for 
interweaving feminist knowledges whose diversity and political relevance is unique in Europe. 
 
“Make it Real”: Bridging the gap between macroeconomic thinking and the experiential 
knowledges of women on the ground. 
 
WE are fully aware that feminist theory should bear relationship to social material reality; in 
particular, to the unequal power relations affecting women on the ground. During several 
Working Groups, the recommendation has been made to “be aware of the need to reinforce the 
connection between academia and activism: we need consistent information, evidence, case 
studies in order to get access to invited spaces that we seek to influence. (WG recommendation). 
Another issue of concern has been how to make accessible (also at the level of language) works 
by feminist heterodox economists that are relevant to us. 
 
In our analysis and published material, efforts have been consistently made to bridge this gap. 
However, we have not yet documented how we have done in specific cases. From my personal 
experience, the diverse background of our membership, and the fact that we are academics 
working together with activists and development practitioners, has been an asset. In as much as 
possible, we try to keep it real, meaning that we strive to produce knowledge that is substantiated 
by women’s struggles on the ground, in particular, women who are the most disenfranchised and 
disempowered. 
 
Our publications are highly appreciated by policymakers, academics and progressive thinkers. 
However, the challenge remains at the level of reaching out to a wider range of audiences and 
readership, such as grassroots women in marginalised neighbourhoods of Europe. This in order 
to enhance the political legitimacy of our core belief that by exposing, denouncing and 
challenging hegemonic policies, actors and practices we are making a change that is 
transformative and constructive for women in all areas of society; in particular those women 
forced to live their lives at the bottom of social ladders or discriminated because of their racial, 
class or sexual identities). Reaching out to these audiences will reinforce the political canvas of 
our proposals. 
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Innovative developments: Empowerment for Intersectional Agency (political, policy, 
economic, cultural) 
 
Efforts by WIDE to apply an intersectional approach to policy analysis of the impact of the 
economic crisis on women’s rights are recent. So far two publications have been issued. The first 
one analyzes the differentiated impact of the multiple crises on Indian women; the second, 
analyses impact on Latin American women. In both cases, an intersectional lens permits to 
enhance our knowledge on the multifaceted meanings of agency as we look into the daily 
struggles of diverse categories of women. Using their own strategies and knowledges, and in 
alliance with social movements and committed scholars, these women are fighting against 
hegemonic political, policy and ideological arrangements which perpetuate disenfranchising 
social inequities and inequalities. Both publications emphasise women’s power to envision 
alternatives despite the unprecedented wave of crises affecting our world.89  
 

Intersectional agency relates to: 
 • women’s power to exert influence on policies affecting their lives and livelihoods, 
 • women’s power to transform the unequal power arrangements (structures, relations, 
 attitude) impinging on their integral human rights, 
 • women’s power to shift the terms of male-driven global governance and accountability 
 • women’s power to dismantle, deconstruct and debunk the ideologies of “true 
 womanhood”90

 engrained in consumerist capitalism, and which commodify their bodies. 
 
4. Our Strategic Framework : Empowering Pathways for Gender and Social Justice 
 
Context of WIDE's Strategic Programme 
 
The recent multi-fold crisis has proved that the growth and profit-oriented rationale of the market 
is deeply unsustainable, socially as well as ecologically. Indeed economic growth has in no way 
automatically generated social and gender equality. On the contrary, social inequalities between 
countries, and within countries, between women and men, and amongst women have and are 
increasing. 
 
Three recent global trends have had significant impacts on gender relations, women’s livelihoods 
and the enforcement of women's human rights: 
 
 a) Trade and investment liberalisation  
 b) Financialisation of the economy  
 c) Structural adjustment policies and austerity measures including drastic cuts in 
 social policy budgets. 
 
These developments - interacting with biased gendered norms of markets, states and households 

                                                
89 Cf. Economic Alternatives for Gender and Social Justice: Voices and Visions from Latin America (Forthcoming); 
In Search of Economic Alternatives for Gender and Social Justice: Voices from India. Brussels: WIDE. Available 
online at www.wide-network.org. 
90 I am borrowing from Elizabeth Welter (1966, 1976) and Hazel Carby (1987). 
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– result in structural exclusion or discrimination of women in terms of assets, control of 
resources, including their own bodies and decision making. In this context, WIDE is deeply 
concerned that gender equality and women’s human rights are losing ground worldwide. WIDE 
is also alarmed at the increasing levels of violence against women that trade and investment are 
exacerbating globally. 
 
More specifically, WIDE is particularly concerned with the disempowering impact of the current 
crises on: (a) Women’s right to sustainable livelihoods (including access to and control over 
productive assets and resources such as water, food, education,  health, credit, etc.; (b) Women’s 
right to decent work and, social protection; (c) Women bearing the brunt of the work and 
responsibilities related to the care economy and social reproduction. 
 
We believe that the current context of multiple crises offers an opportunity for constructive 
social transformation. By this we mean changes in currently unjust economic policies and shifts 
in social mindsets in Europe and globally. In this direction, WIDE has intensified its work 
towards the promotion and dissemination of alternatives to the current Neoliberal economic 
model. We believe that contrary to what macroeconomic culprits tells us, there are many 
alternatives to consumerist global capitalism. Consequently, we promote alternatives that call for 
a radical shift in top-down and universalising economic and development models while 
proposing socioeconomic models which take stock of the limited nature of our planet’s resource, 
of the significance of redistributive justice and solidarity and the urgent need to reform global 
governance so that global trade and finance enforce (not hamper) human rights globally. 
 
Therefore, our Overarching Goal is to work towards producing palpable changes in 
policies, practices and mindsets. This, in order to contribute to: 
 • Gender equality and social, economic and ecological justice globally.  
 • Women ́s empowerment and women`s power to claim their human rights, for building 
 participative democracy, and shaping a just economy 
 
In line with this, WIDE’s Strategic Goals for 2012-2015 are: 
 

 Increased social pressure for implementation of international women's and human rights 
commitments, including social and human security, democratic values and participation 
as well as environmental sustainability in EU external relations with specific focus on 
human development, trade and investment policies; 

 Increased visibility of alternatives to the current economic and social development 
paradigm from a feminist perspective;  

 Empowerment and leadership for collective and solidarity-based action of WIDE 
members and partners is enabled and enhanced.  

  
Our strategic approaches are: (1) A two-track advocacy strategy; (2) Collective knowledge 
creation, validation and sharing; (3) Capacity-building and empowerment for women’s agency 
(political, policy, cultural and economic); (4) Bridge building: forming and strengthening 
strategic synergies and alliances between women’s organisations in Europe and our global 
partners from the South and other  regions).  
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1. A two-track advocacy strategy 
 
WIDE's advocacy strategy will be articulated upon a two-track approach. First, it will be partly 
re-active, in the sense that we will critically analyse EU policies, programmes and budgeting; 
second, it will be partly pro-active, in the sense that it will identify, elaborate and disseminate 
policy proposals rooted in successful experiences and practises. We believe that this double 
strategy will enable WIDE to act as a bridge-builder between civil society and policy makers 
across continents and regions.  In this direction, WIDE is working in close partnership with 
feminist and women’s organizations from Europe and other regions of the world. We want to 
reinforce democratic pressure for policy change. Our ultimate goal is to contribute to a new 
development paradigm where the economy is at the service of peoples' needs and well-being, and 
respects the limits imposed by our planet’s finite resources. 
 
Awareness-raising and effective/strategic advocacy: As a mobilising network, WIDE works for 
the construction of a transformative feminist  vision that is rooted in a collective voice. Our goal 
is to strengthen gender and social  justice analysis on development, trade, investment and 
macroeconomic discourses, policies and practices.  WIDE critically engages with regional and 
international agencies and institutions (with a  specific focus on the European Union and EU 
member states). It also allies strategically with non-governmental organizations and networks 
demanding effective implementation of  international commitments, including the Beijing 
Platform for Action and the CEDAW convention. WIDE proposes, collects, shares and promotes 
alternatives for gender and social just  development and economies. Awareness-raising and 
strategic advocacy are the means  through which these proposals are disseminated, shared and 
used to feed policy and political debates within the network and between WIDE and its strategic 
allies globally. 
 
WIDE’s work focuses on informing and influencing EU external relations at three levels:  policy-
makers, policies, practices. WIDE advocates at these levels to demand their accountability to 
gender equality and social justice. WIDE believes that accountability is key to making European 
economic and development policies and practices consistent with international frameworks on 
Gender Equality and Women’s Rights and with existing legislation and commitments within 
European countries. 
 
2. Collective knowledge creation, validation & sharing 
 
The knowledge and material we produce, use and disseminate (studies, briefings, and research) is 
inspired by our will to contribute to women’s economic, social, cultural and political 
empowerment in major international economic and development related negotiations and in 
policy arenas of the European Union. We analyse the impacts of neoliberal trade and investment 
liberalisation, as well as the consequences of deregulation, fiscal cuts and structural adjustment 
on women's livelihoods and the fulfilment of their rights. WIDE is particularly concerned with 
exposing how the current economic model intersects with structures of inequalities (such as 
class/caste, race, age, disability and gender) to exacerbate women’s discrimination and 
subordination in Europe and globally. We also examine the multidimensional realities of women 
in their own specific contexts and confronts this empirical evidence with existing EU and 
national policies on development, trade, and other macro-economic questions. WIDE is 
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particularly concerned with showing interconnections between the situations of women in 
Europe and those of women in the global South. 
 
3. Empowerment 
 
Enhancing women’s power to transform the intersecting inequalities hampering the full 
enjoyment of their economic, social, cultural and political rights is the cornerstone of WIDE’s 
work. We contribute to this major political goal by exposing the inconsistency of Europe’s 
economic policies and practices while at the same time highlighting their disenfranchising 
impact on women’s rights to a life free from any form of violence, in particular, the violence 
generated by trade, financial and investment policies (both at macro and the micro level). To 
WIDE, capacity-building is a means to empower her members and partners so that they can 
enhance their advocacy skills and their capacity for social transformation at individual and 
collective level.  Our capacity-building is also directed to policy and decision-makers. We want 
to inform and influence EU decision-makers as well as their governments and member States on 
issues related to external relations policies. 
 
5. Financial crisis: Shrinking Funding for Women’s Networks 
 
In the current context of global financial crisis, networks working with policy shifting in Europe 
are faced with the threat of donor’s shift in strategic focus. Indeed, Southern organisations are 
given funding priority over Europe-based networks. This new configuration in donor funding 
policy calls for the need to consider innovative synergies in view of enhancing transnational 
work on gender and social justice. In this, strengthening synergies with academic centres and 
think tanks is crucial to WIDE. Personally speaking, there is an urgent need to reinvigorate 
transatlantic/transnational feminist analysis of issues which are directly related women’s rights 
(to a life in peace, security, the right to a life free from the violence of hunger, of land 
dispossession, of poverty, and any other form of violence). In Europe, the militarisation of aid, 
the increasing militarisation of policy discourses and increase in defence budgets while 
governments decrease their funding on development calls for urgent reflection on new ways to 
collaborate. 
 
More than ever, feminist theory for policy and mindset-shifting is needed. Urgent concerted 
action by feminist scholars and activists is also needed in order to build alternative analytical 
frameworks which can more compellingly bring the transformative knowledges of grassroots 
women into academic spaces. It is my belief that joint work on research projects that interweave 
women’s theoretical and empirical knowledges can help us move forward (cf. WIDE’s latest 
publication on Alternatives from India & Latin America). 
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ANNEX 1: Overview of WIDE’s Annual Conferences 
 
2011 . “Women’s Rights and Gender Equality amidst the ‘Arab Springs.’ Challenges and 
Lessons Learnt across Regions.” 27-28 October 2011, Brussels, Belgium. 
 
2010. "Migration in the context of globalisation", June 4-5, Bucharest, Romania. This year ́s 
Conference marked the 25th anniversary of WIDE Network. 
 
2009. “Care Economy and Care Crisis.”, 18-20 June, Basel, Switzerland. 
 
2008. “Feminist Visions for a Just Europe.” 09-11 October, The Hague, Netherlands. 
 
2007. “New Aid, Old trade: What do women have to say?” 15-16 June, Madrid, Spain. 
 
2006. “What 'state' are we in? Women's lives, changing states, expanding markets.” 2-3 June 
Warsaw, Poland. 
 
2005. Poverty, inequality and insecurity: What answers does feminism have? London, 24-25 
June. 
 
2004. “Globalising women's rights: Confronting unequal development between the UN-rights 
framework and WTO-trade agreements.” 20-22 May, Bonn, Germany. 
 
2003. “Transformation, participation, gender justice: Feminist challenges in a globalised 
economy.” 23-24 May, Vienna, Austria. 
 
2002. “Europe moving to the right: Where lie the alternatives for transnational feminism? 31 
October, Brussels, Belgium. 
 
ANNEX 2: WIDE’s MOST RECENT PUBLICATIONS & JOINT STATEMENTS IN 
SYNERGY WITH OTHER CIVIL SOCIETY ORG. 
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19. 
 

Gender Studies and UNESCO 
 

Darryl Macer, Ph.D., 
Regional Adviser in Social and Human Sciences for Asia and the Pacific, 

Regional Unit for Social and Human Sciences in Asia and the Pacific (RUSHSAP), 
UNESCO Bangkok, 920 Sukhumvit Road, Prakanong, Bangkok 10110, THAILAND 

Email: d.macer@unesco.org 
www.unescobkk.org/rushsap 

 
One of the focal points for UN work in gender is the Committee on the Elimination of 
Discrimination against Women, which considers the implementation of the Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW). UNESCO’s efforts to 
promote women’s empowerment, women’s rights and gender equality are guided by the Beijing 
Platform for Action, the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 
Women (CEDAW), resolutions and international and regional Instruments relevant to 
UNESCO’s areas of action, its Medium-Term Strategy for 2008-2013, its biannual Programme 
and Budget document, as well as its organization- wide “Priority Gender Equality Action Plan 
for 2008-2013” which supports and guides the implementation of its global “Priority Gender 
Equality”. The Action Plan contains information on strategic actions by programme sectors 
pertaining to gender equality with corresponding expected outcomes and performance indicators 
for 2008-2013, principal elements of implementation, monitoring and reporting on action in 
support of gender equality, and institutional mechanisms for the pursuit of gender equality in the 
Organization with focus on capacity development, accountability and representation of women 
and men in decision-making levels in the Secretariat.91 
 
The UNESCO SHS sectoral strategy on gender equality has been developed within UNESCO’s 
gender equality action plan for 2008-2013. This strategy is said to mainstream “gender” lens into 
programming. The organization sought to increase the number and quality of both gender-
responsive and gender-transformative programmes and to undertake activities which will 
empower women and advance gender equality in Member States. Gender mainstreaming is been 
undertaken to attempt to ensure activities are planned and implemented with a gender lens, and 
like all recent General Conference documents, the draft 35C/5 (for the 36th biennial General 
Conference of member states of UNESCO, to be held in October 2011), “this mainstreaming 
approach will be further strengthened during the next biennium and in future programming.” 
 
The creation of a Women’s/Gender Studies Network in Asia Pacific emerged from the UNESCO 
Regional Consultation on Women’s/Gender Studies Programmes in the Asia-Pacific region held 
in Bangkok in December 2003. A second Conference was held in February 2009, and a third 
conference was held in March 2011. The consultations bring together expert proponents and 
practitioners of Women/Gender Studies, some of whom have played pivotal and pioneering roles 
in the establishment of Women's/Gender Studies in their own countries and institutions.  
 

                                                
91 http://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/cedaw/docs/CEDAW.C.48.3.Add.2.pdf 
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The Women's/Gender Studies Network in Asia Pacific, under the auspices of UNESCO 
Bangkok's Regional Unit for Social and Human Sciences in Asia and the Pacific (RUSHSAP), 
aims to advance the following objectives:92 
 

• Serve as a mutually-reinforcing support network and forum for the discussion of 
challenges of pressing issues that recognizes diversity and similarities of WS/GS 
throughout the Asia Pacific region;  

• Strengthening WS/GS, and centres, associations and institutions that promote WS/GS in 
the region;  

• Be a mutually-reinforcing support network where teachers could share and pool course 
and other relevant resource materials for the advancement of WS/GS and consequently be 
a springboard to plan out activities such as future consortia and conferences that address 
specific themes and concerns in WS/GS;  

• Undertake collaborative research in response to challenges, and open new tracks for 
national policy, including education, and enhance the publication and dissemination of 
research;  

• Introduce and mainstream WS/GS into graduate, undergraduate, secondary and primary 
education levels;  

• Serve as a forum where WS/GS scholars, practitioners and policy makers exchange ideas 
and plan on the ways with which their programs and activities could be assisted or 
support existing UN instruments such as the Convention to the Elimination of All Forms 
of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), UNESCO’s Education for All (EFA) and 
the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs);  

• Advocacy of GS issues and translation of research in GS, with policy-makers, 
governments, academic institutions, NGOs and other stakeholders in the Asia and Pacific 
region.  

 
Networking is a general strategy of all UN agencies as they attempt to involve experts from 
outside. In my experience of UNESCO networks in bioethics, philosophy, peace, youth, and 
gender studies, all have made important contributions. Still the changing priorities of the UN 
agencies, can be difficult to understand by network members. However, as academics, we need 
to encourage the UN to broaden and strengthen networks, members of which are often willing to 
help, but suffer from communication gaps and cultural divides. 
 
Another approach to involving expert advice is the formation of advisory committees, which 
have different reporting hierarchies. Some can offer direct advice to the Director-General, and 
General Conference of UNESO, such as the international Bioethics Committee of UNESCO. 
This can be useful for some contentious areas, though still the recommendations may not be 
accepted into practical action or programming. 
 

                                                
92 Agreed by members of the network in 2009, expanding the 2003 list. See 
http://www.unescobkk.org/rushsap/gender-studies/womensgender-studies-network-in-asia-pacific/ 
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There is a need to broaden the research-policy linkages to new stakeholders in order to solve 
issues, such as sex selection. As documented by previous studies the countries in Asia with the 
strongest sex selection are India and China.  The ideas are rooted in ancient traditions, influenced 
by gender stereotypes, and affect the society that is constructed by people’s choices, despite the 
laws and punishments enacted on paper or even in practice. Sex selection preferences are the root 
of sex selective abortion and can lead to the imbalance of sex ratio in countries that allow it. 
 
Some issues seem impossible for the UN to effectively act upon, such as access to abortion. 
National policies in many countries are pragmatic, however, in some like Thailand abortion 
remains formally illegal except for the reasons of rape, damage of the fetus or mental health 
grounds. Despite restrictive abortion laws, an estimated 200,000-300,000 abortions take place in 
Thailand every year. A significant number of these are performed in illegal clinics which have no 
legally enforced standards, and often by untrained practitioners. The illegality forces prices to be 
high, treatment to be rushed, as well as stressful and of poor quality. As a result of this, many 
pregnant mothers experience injury, infections, infertility and even maternal death. The UN has 
tried certain approaches, such as pubic health and HIV prevention to enhance sex education, but 
still maternal mortality is a major problem. 
 
When UN agencies are handcuffed by divisive politics on controversial issues such as abortion, 
they can still promote high quality policy-oriented research, and to strengthen the links between 
researchers, policy makers and civil society organisations to ensure that this research is translated 
into effective policy-making and implementation. This research should bring new understandings 
concerning not only the raw data, but also the underlying structures of gender inequality and the 
transformations being brought about in these structures by processes of globalisation. Gender-
delineated data is not always easy to obtain, and the variables measured may not be reliable. 
 
This knowledge can be transformed into concrete policy recommendations and implementation 
plans to tackle gender inequalities and to advance women’s rights. 
UNESCO is also seeking to engage in capacity-building activities to improve the research 
capacities on gender and women’s rights in the social and human sciences, especially in less 
developed countries, and to ensure the greater participation of women in processes of 
democratisation and good governance. UNESCO can bring added-value on gender equality, by 
producing innovative new research which is translated into policy-making tools; by developing 
new research methodologies to meet the challenges of global transformations; by developing 
networks which bring together researchers, policy makers and civil society; and by ensuring the 
long-term and permanent impacts of this research through capacity development and the 
empowerment of women to use knowledge to advance their rights and to participate fully in 
good governance.  
 
The activities have been developed around major themes:  
 
(1) gender and socio-economic empowerment in the context of globalisation;  
(2) violence against women;  
(3) capacity building in post-conflict regions; 
(4) engendering disaster; 
(5) gender and climate change. 
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The UN should take particular attention on Globalisation and its impacts since this is a 
particularly international aspect. A gendered analysis of globalisation is vital to understand the 
ways in which women and men and the relationships between them are being transformed. 
Whilst some global processes may provide opportunities for the advancement of women’s rights 
and gender equality (e.g. the emergence of transnational social movements), others, such as 
economic restructuring may prove more negative (although this claim must also be nuanced by 
close examination of local and regional differences, and differences related to class, ethnic 
origin, age, disability etc). SHS’s commitment to gender-transformative programmes and to the 
empowerment of women and advancement of gender equality must thus be based on a real 
understanding of how globalisation and its related processes are changing gender relations in 
different contexts.  
 
Violence against women is a key area agreed in all countries, and one which is politically easy to 
gather support for. The various and multiple forms of such violence are major obstacles to 
gender equality, women’s empowerment and full participation in processes of good governance.  
 
UNESCO and UN agencies can also cooperate to establish Regional Research and 
Documentation Centres for Women and Gender.  A network of regional observatories has been 
proposed to provide the basis for comparative and global research in these areas. The 
establishment of online databases, electronic libraries and discussion fora linked to the work on 
violence is planned. These activities are being implemented among other through partnerships 
with existing networks and the UN-Task Force on gender-based violence. 
Women have made major efforts in many conflict-affected countries to advance peace processes 
and conflict resolution. Unequal gender relations and systems of domination mean that women 
are excluded from formal negotiation processes and full political participation. Women who have 
been so active in organising for peace may well be kept away from the negotiating table. 
Grassroots and local organising by women is also too often overlooked. As the tenth anniversary 
of UN Security Council Resolution 1325 approaches there is still much work to be done to 
ensure that women’s initiatives to promote peace are fully recognized, and that women are fully 
included in processes of conflict resolution and post-conflict reconstruction.  
 
Major activities are centred round the establishment of and support to research centres in 
Ramallah, Kinshasa and Kabul. These Centres will provide focal points for SHS activities. The 
Palestinian Women’s Research and Documentation Centre (PWRDC), was established in 
Ramallah in January 2006, in collaboration with the Palestinian Ministry of Women’s Affairs, 
with Extrabudgetary support from Norway. The PWRDC serves as an observatory and 
clearinghouse on information related to women’s issues in the Palestinian Territories. In addition 
to its function as a resource and documentation centre, it carries out networking, advocacy and 
policy-oriented research for gender equality and to promote the human rights of Palestinian 
women.  The research priorities are legislation for women’s rights, causes and consequences of 
women’s poverty, ending violence against women, and enhancing women’s political 
participation.  
 
A Forum of Ministers of Women’s Affairs of the Great Lakes Region has been set up to establish 
the Regional Centre and to debate relevant issues in connection with the region’s challenges 
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concerning women’s rights. This Forum has met in July 2008 in Kinshasa, in June 2009 in 
Mombasa, and in Arusha in December 2010. Such Ministerial Forums are another approach the 
UN can take. The Forum was planned to convene yearly in order to:  
 
a) discuss the harmonization of policies and programmes which promote women’s rights and 
gender equality 
b) provide political guidance and support to the governing bodies of the Centre 
c) improve and expand knowledge and understanding of the developments in this field (through 
the invitation of researchers, experts and others) 
d) award prizes of excellence to recognize and promote women’s participation in political 
decision making bodies in the Great Lakes Region 
 
The Gender Studies Institute has been established within Kabul University. In 2010/2011 
UNESCO continues to provide support to the Institute with the following overall objectives: 
 

• Reinforcing the capacity of the newly established women’s research and documentation 
centre 

• Enhancing research-policy linkages on women’s rights and gender equality in 
Afghanistan through policy-oriented research. 

• These objectives are being achieved through: 
• The production of a diagnostic report for the Gender Studies Institute and the elaboration 

of an operational plan for reinforcing the institution’s capacity 
• Policy-oriented research on gender and the financial crisis. This will be the specific 

contribution to the global policy-oriented research project under the UNESCO Chair of 
Gender Studies, Lancaster University, UK 

• Organisation of an advocacy workshop to share recommendations for evidence-based 
policies with relevant decision-makers/policy-makers 

• Training activities for researchers in the gender and women’s rights fields  
• Implementation of the “Declaration on the elimination of Gender-based Violence from 

university campus” made during the workshop of parties sponsored in the previous 
biennium.  

 
These activities are being organised in partnership with Kabul University and with the UNDP 
and other UN agencies present in Afghanistan. 
 
UNESCO sponsored the creation of the International Network of Women Philosophers, with a 
view to strengthening exchanges and solidarity among women philosophers, and to enhancing 
their visibility on the academic and non-academic scene. 
 
A working group of the Ethics and Climate Change in Asia and the Pacific of the Regional Unit 
in Social and Human Sciences in Asia and the pacific (RUSHSAP, UNESCO Bangkok) on 
Gender, Ethics and Climate Change is producing a report on the topic. A report on Gender, 
Climate Change and Migration has been produced by UNESCO Apia. 
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There have been debates in almost every corner of the globe over the definitions of culture, 
identity, and what is ethics. As countries have developed spaces to discuss their values we have 
also seen the role of social science as a driver towards understanding of different social relations 
and patterns between and within cultures, and increased understanding of our views of nature. 
Citizens of all ages need to make ethical decisions in their life, including not only encounters 
with other human beings and how they use science and technology and its products, but about 
how they relate to other living organisms. In recent times people have often favoured a human-
centred view of the world, called anthropocentrism. This could be the view of women, men, 
children, individuals or groups, but if it is centred on Homo sapiens we can call it 
anthropocentric.  Most of the United Nations approaches to implementing the MDGs, and their 
charter mandates, are anthropocentric. 
 
However, for most of history different worldviews were common, such as ecocentrism, which is 
to view the world centred on an ecosystem. The inter-relatedness of all living organisms can be 
readily seen in most ecosystems.  All organisms need water, all organisms have the same genetic 
code and share similar genes.   All creatures appear, at first sight at least, to be temporal, they 
live and they die.  This relatedness is expressed by the idea that they are all alive.  They share 
something - life.  There is also a continuity between inorganic and organic, ecology refers to the 
relationship of every organism with the environment.  The animistic traditions of South and East 
Asia, could be classified as ecocentric views.  
 
Is there anything which distinguishes living organisms from non-living materials beyond that 
they use information to replicate, and that information is non-random? The believe that life is 
special is fundamental to a biocentric view of the world, centred on life. One of the aspects of 
nature which people seem to love is a diversity of living organisms.  People put high value on 
biodiversity. The United Nations World Charter for Nature (1982) declared “Every form of life 
is unique, warranting respect regardless of its worth to man”.  This type of valuation is extrinsic.   
 
We can approach this question in several ways. The principle way, arguably associated with 
masculine constructions of the world is to ask whether there is intrinsic value to nature and life? 
Another approach, arguably more feminine, is to explore the relationships implicit in nature and 
life. 
 
If there is intrinsic value then we have even more reason not to do harm.  Many want to protect 
nature, not because of its value or property, but simply because it is there. This widespread 
respect for nature and life was seen in the results of the International Bioethics Survey in 1993, 
and subsequent surveys (Macer, 1994). By more research into the way people look at nature, we 
can find shared universal ideas about the relationship of humans to each other, over lives, the 
earth and human responsibility to nature. In Japanese the word "inochi" can be translated as life, 
nature, the energy that holds things together.  There are various images, as shown in comments 
about it but the inochi of every living organism is distinct, unique, and equal. The inochi departs 
when an organism dies, and is distinct from the idea of a soul.  All organisms share the same 
amount of life, they are either dead or alive.   
 
There is a strong tendency for the United Nations to focus and concentrate on common goals 
established through analysis of empirical data in a Eurocentric approach, and this is often seen in 
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the workplans and budgets agreed between member States as a process of harmonisation of 
actions in a new international instrument. Goals specifically in the field of environment, 
biodiversity and climate change can complement the Millennium Development Goals. Such 
goals may lead to greater compliance among people of the world than a focus on values and 
principles. There is a further rationale to encourage development of a diversity of ethical systems 
from different Peoples, that will inspire them and encourage them to meet agreed goals. To make 
this a viable proposition, a depository of ethical systems needs to be set up, and there is work 
proceeding on this. 
 
The Ethics and Climate Change in Asia and the Pacific (ECCAP) project was launched in 
September 2007. The project aims to encourage science and value-based discussions on 
environmental ethics to produce substantive cross-cultural and multidisciplinary outputs that will 
be relevant for long-term policy making. The primary outputs are reports with policy options 
(not recommendations), and the governments of all member countries have been informed and 
consulted on the project. Since 2007 there have been a number of subsequent conferences and 
working group sessions organized in different countries. One of the soon to be published reports 
is on Gender, Energy and the Environment.93 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
  
 
 

 
 
 
                                                
	  

                                                
93 www.unescobkk.org/rushsap 


