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Executive Summary:

SOAS students benefit from region 
specific teaching with a broad critical 
approach; however gender is often 
invisible from Politics and Development 
courses. This report outlines some 
concerns with how gender is dealt 
with, including; the frequent absence 
of gender, a lack of integration when it 
is taught and the underrepresentation 
of female authors. The aim of this 
report is to show that a more gender-
aware academic environment would 
be valued by students and is easily 
achievable. We conclude by making five 
recommendations (p.5): including that 
lecturers integrate gender analyses into 
their teaching, their required reading 
lists, exam and essay questions, and 
aim to include the contributions of all 
genders to politics and development, as 
well as to the scholarship covered  
in class. 

A list of suggested readings is available. 
More information can be found at http://
soasgenderreport.wordpress.com.

Who cares? An Introduction

As SOAS masters students we have 
benefited from a broad and critical 
education concerning many issues.  
We appreciate the ways in which 
 the departments and our lecturers  
have encouraged us to constantly  
re-evaluate our views and opinions. 
We are passionate about making these 
courses as valuable as possible for  
future students. This will require an 
integrated approach to gender.

SOAS masters students will be key 
in future policy making and critique 
internationally. Without decent gender 
education, bad policy that forgets or 
ignores gender will continue to be made. 
If women are invisible in the syllabi of 
a university like SOAS, they are likely to 
remain invisible in subsequent policy.

Whilst there are optional courses in 
gender available to students, those who 
are not predisposed to study gender are 
able to ignore it almost completely.

SOAS has a responsibility to ensure 
that female students feel empowered 
as academics and political actors, for 
instance by seeing themselves reflected 
in the courses they study.
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About the Report

• We asked a broad range of students 
from over 29 courses in the Politics and 
Development departments (listed on 
p.6) for their comments on how gender 
was included on their courses. Again 
and again, we found our concerns 
were echoed by fellow students, and 
we have included quotes from their 
responses. We do not speak on behalf 
of all SOAS masters students, but we do 
represent a significant group for whom 
SOAS has not delivered what they 
expected in terms of a well-rounded 
critical approach. 

• Having noticed similar complaints 
from politics and developments 
studies students during informal 
conversations, we decided to approach 
both departments together. Apart from 
specific courses, the feedback from 
both highlighted similar concerns. As 
such, we feel both departments could 
benefit from the recommendations in 
this report. 

• This report was researched and written 
by two full-time students with limited 
time and resources. We hope to 
encourage others to take this further, 
perhaps including a more quantitative 
analysis. In the meantime, statements 
from students who found gender 
missing from some of their courses 
speak for themselves. 

Why students come to SOAS

Students said that they chose SOAS 
because it offers regional specialism 
with a critical approach. On many fronts, 
including post-colonial political critiques 
and heterodox economics, courses 
provide a way in to looking at the world 

that is not available at many of the 
School’s competitors. Yet, some students 
felt disappointed with the relative 
silence from SOAS in terms of critiquing 
mainstream assumptions about men  
and women.

SOAS’s unique position means it has 
a responsibility  to ensure a fair and 
balanced view of world politics and 
economics. A critical approach that 
remains silent on gender and sexuality 
is incomplete. Furthermore, the School 
risks losing its reputation as a leader in  
its field.

Findings:  
Invisible Gender

Surprisingly, many respondents said  
that some of the courses (including 
a number of core courses) failed to 
include any reference to gender or 
women at all. 

“Women were presented as  
outside of or a minor addition to  
the mainstream political world.”

This suggests that the invisibility of 
women has been normalised. As  
analysts it seems important that we 
uncover and scrutinise the biases and 
unseen dimensions of our subjects, 
rather than reproduce power  
imbalances in our own work.

“I think that this course would have 
greatly benefitted from analysis of 
gender issues ... a great opportunity  
to critique key issues was missed.”

Students often seemed disappointed  
that this opportunity was missed, and  
that they therefore lacked a critical  
depth in their studies. 

“I struggle to 
understand 
how a year 
can pass with 
barely any 
mention of 
women nor an 
understanding 
that this might 
be a problem.”



“I think it was the only significant gap  
of the class.”

Because focus on gender was often 
limited to social issues, civil society, 
or women as victims of violence, at 
times students found it difficult to even 
understand how gender was relevant to 
political structures or theory.

“Very disappointed with this course in 
particular, as a female student it was 
disheartening to feel so entirely left 
out of formal politics… I felt this course 
reinforced some classmates’ ideas that 
gender/women are not important areas 
of study when considering  
formal politics.”

Additionally, whilst some syllabi included 
some feminist critiques or interesting 
gender perspectives, they tended to be 
in additional readings rather than core 
readings, and were not highlighted in 
lectures or tutorials. Similarly, in some 
courses essay options on gender were 
unavailable.

“It wasn’t possible to even write an essay 
on gender for this course, and we were 
sure there would be no exam question, 
so we didn’t revise it.”

Feedback suggests that there are 
thematic hotspots where gender analysis 
is at times missing, but  
would be especially instructive, 
including; transitional justice, masculine 
constructions of the  
state, conflict and military rule,  
peace-building, citizenship and 
economic development.

Integrated vs. ‘Ghetto-ized’

Many students felt that in the courses  
where gender was included it was 
usually not mainstreamed. Some 
courses included one week on gender, 
but that often meant that gender was 
then ignored throughout the rest of the 
course. At times this gave the impression 
that gender was a single issue, relating 
only to women’s well-being or feminism.

“Certain weeks, e.g. security, looked at  
how gender influenced our study of 
that week’s topic, rather than as a topic 
in itself. I think that was a great way of 
using it as an analytic tool.”

There were very few examples where 
gender did not refer solely to women. 
Issues of masculinity and sexuality were 
largely absent.

“There was some tendency to see 
women as the only people who have  
a gender.” 

In our experiences at masters level, 
postcolonial critiques were well-woven 
throughout the whole year so that issues 
of race and perception were constant 
considerations. We suggest that a gender 
analysis could be similarly incorporated.
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“When gender 
was discussed it 
was in relation 
to human 
trafficking 
and women’s 
security in war 
zones (rape, 
forced labour 
etc.)” 
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We took 3 reading lists at random:

1)	 16%	female	authors	over	the	
whole	reading	list.	2	readings	out	
of	188	talked	about	women	and	
none	used	gender	or	feminism	as	
a	lens	for	analysis.	

2)	 17/44	authors	were	women.		
8	weeks	out	of	nine	there	were	
more	male	than	female	authors.

3)	 Across	both	the	required	and		
additional	readings	22%	of	
authors	were	women.	On	17/20	
weeks	male	authors	outnumbered	
female	authors.	Only	2	out	of	
319	readings	used	gender	as	a	
lens,	and	these	readings	were	not	
discussed	in	the	lectures.	

Mostly male authors on the  
reading lists

The number of female authors was 
not one of our initial concerns when 
thinking about this report. It was only 
after counting the female names on 
our reading lists that we found that for 
most courses women were dramatically 
underrepresented.

“Out of 80 core readings, only 13 were 
by women authors”

Whilst this may not be a problem in itself, 
it is indicative of an academic culture 
where the dominant voices are from 
male academics. We reject the argument 
that this simply reflects the wider 
state of academia – whilst women are 
underrepresented at the global level, this 
imbalance was amplified in the readings 
chosen for our courses.

“Did the reading list include female 
authors? Hardly any, except in the 
gender week (when all the required 
readings were – giving the impression 
this was ladies’ week.)”

Positive examples

Where gender analyses were brought in 
to help understand wider themes and 
political structures they were appreciated 
by students. In particular those courses 
which integrated gender were praised by 
our respondents.

The tutor “was very good at 
incorporating women’s perspectives 
on different aspects of security. She did 
not treat gender as a one-week thing 
but discussed it whenever she found it 
relevant for a broader understanding of 
the topic.” 

The optional gender courses were 
praised for their approach to gender, 
and students commented that readings 
and issues which were raised in these 
courses could be incorporated into  
core courses.

“The times when issues of gender were 
addressed… brought valuable insights to 
the course that would have otherwise 
been neglected.”

Students commented that the inclusion 
of gender increased the critical 
component of the course, adding 
nuance and analysis to their studies.

“Having never 
studied gender 
before I felt 
this week gave 
a good insight 
into how to 
rethink political 
ideologies 
from a gender 
perspective”.
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Recommendations:

We are aware that there is not 
appropriate space to include every 
issue in each syllabus, but we feel 
that gender is too fundamental to be 
ignored. A more gender-aware academic 
environment would be easily achievable, 
as well as valued by students. A specific 
week on gender will in many cases be 
valuable, so long as it does not result 
in exclusion of gender from the other 
weeks of the course. Different courses 
will lend themselves to looking at gender 
in different ways, but in all cases we 
recommend an integrated approach. 

From conversations with lecturers it is 
clear that there is a real commitment to 
gender within the departments, but this 
often does not come across as clearly as 
it might in the way courses are taught. 
We are interested in changing the culture 
rather than the rules of the departments. 
As such we have no desire to see the 
departments legislate quotas for gender 
inclusion. We believe that all students 
should be exposed to gender and those 
who want to use it as a part of their 
independent research should be given a 
leg up.

We want to be clear that whilst some 
courses were more inclusive of gender 
than others, all still have room for 
improvement. We hope that lecturers, 
students and the departments will find 
this report useful.

1.	An	institutionalised	commitment

The departments should commit to 
including gender as one of a variety of 
critical lenses in core courses, as a matter 
of best practice, as they do with post-
colonial critiques such as Orientalism.

2.	Taking	gender	seriously

Lecturers should make sure that  
gender is not excluded from suggested 
essay questions or likely examination 
topics. Gender readings should feature 
in both the compulsory and additional 
reading lists.

3.	Integrating	gender	into	politics

Gender should not be treated as a 
separate topic, or included as a gesture, 
but should instead be integrated into 
the study of a broad range of issues.  
Particularly more effort should be made 
to integrate gender into the study of 
formal political, economic and religious 
structures and processes of economic 
and social development.

4.	Representing	all	genders

Whilst it is unavoidable that teaching will 
often reflect the male-centric realities 
of the countries studied, where women 
are unseen as actors in politics and 
development, good scholarship should 
seek to analyse and comment on this. 
Courses should clearly include members 
of all genders as actors wherever 
possible.

5.	Diverse	voices

Reading lists should seek to reflect  
the vast reserves of female scholarship  
in diverse areas of Politics and 
Development Studies. Courses which  
rely overwhelmingly on the writings of 
men should aim to include more  
female voices. 

For	a	list	of	suggested	readings	
compiled	from	lecturers’	suggestions	
and	syllabi,	please	visit	http://
soasgenderreport.wordpress.com/	 
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Annexe 1: Courses Surveyed 
Politics

China and International Politics

Conflict, Rights and Justice

Government and Politics in Africa

Government and Politics of Modern 
South Asia

Government and Politics of Modern 
South East Asia

International Migration and  
Diaspora Politics

International Politics of Africa

International Politics of East Asia

International Politics of the Middle East

International Theory

Islam and Political Ideologies

Islam and Politics

Political Society in the Middle East

Politics of Resistance in the Middle East

Power in World Politics

Queer Politics in Asia, Africa and the 
Middle East

Security Governance

State and Society in Asia and Africa

State and Development in Asia and Africa

State and Transformation in the  
Middle East

Violence, Justice and the Politics  
of Memory

 
Development

Contested Natural Resources, Rural 
Livelihoods and Globalisation

Gender and Development

Issues in Forced Migration

Political Economy of Development

Political Economy of Violence, Conflict 
and Development

Security

Theory, Policy and Practice  
of Development

War to Peace Transitions
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“The tutorial during the gender week  
was one of the most lively, I wish we  
could have talked about it in regards  
to other areas of the course.”

August 2012  
http://soasgenderreport.wordpress.com


