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Introduction

In 2015, the launch of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) saw gender equality 
enshrined in a stand- alone goal (Goal 5), and as an underpinning goal of all other 16 goals. 
Considering it was only in the 1970s that development policies started to explicitly engage 
with gender inequality, this reflects the significant successes of feminist movements within 
development (Sen 2019). However, much remains to be achieved in pursuing gender equity. 
Four key domains that have become central –  and contested –  for how to change the status 
of women and produce gender equality more broadly are: education, employment, political 
representation, and gender- based violence. In this chapter, we show that while these policies 
and pathways have been important in changing girls’ and women’s experiences and life chances, 
many continue to be inadequate in changing the power structures that (re)produce gender 
inequality. We suggest that changing power structures of gender inequality requires taking 
seriously relationality, context, and the multidimensionality of gender. We then conclude by 
reflecting on our pedagogical practices in two universities in the Global South which attempt 
to apply these insights.

Education

Formal education is widely understood as a means to address gender inequality by providing 
girls and women with the necessary skills and resources to access economic opportun-
ities, as well as to gain voice and confidence to enact change. The dominant policy focus 
here has been on closing gender disparities in enrolment rates, completion rates, years of 
schooling, literacy levels, and more recently, areas of study (Stromquist 2015). For example, 
the Education 2030 Framework for Action (EFA), established to facilitate the achievement 
of Sustainable Development Goal 4 on education, directly identifies gender equality as key 
to the right to education (UNESCO 2018). Relatedly, the ‘Girl Effect’ movement –  the idea 
that investing in girls’ education offers the greatest returns for ending poverty more widely –  
has become a major part of the international development agenda, including through the 
World Bank, the IMF, various INGOs, and corporations such as Nike and Goldman Sachs 
(Boyd 2016).
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The above campaigns and associated policies and resources invested at global (e.g. MDGs and 
SDGs) and local levels (national level policies on education) have had an impact on increasing 
gender parity in primary and secondary education (UNESCO 2018). Differences between 
girls’ and boys’ out- of- school rates have narrowed significantly across the world. These numbers 
are promising and important, with numerous studies showing that formal education has an 
important impact on self- esteem, awareness of rights, and decision- making about marriage, sex 
and reproduction, as well as on increasing access to income- generating activities and contrib-
uting to shifts in access to economic and political power (Stromquist 2015).

Nevertheless, gender disparities continue for secondary and higher education (UNESCO 
2018). There are persistent and context- specific gaps in global trends, including girls from the 
poorest socioeconomic background being less likely than boys to attend primary school, and 
girls from Arab and sub- Saharan African regions faring the worst in enrolment and completion 
rates, particularly for secondary schooling. While gender gaps in youth literacy are decreasing, 
the gender gap in adult literacy has not changed since 2000, with 63 per cent of adult women 
unable to read or write (UNESCO 2018). Moreover, while gender disparities in education are 
narrowing overall, disparities widen quite significantly as one moves up the education system 
(UNESCO 2018).

In addition, while the EFA campaign and goals were premised on the understanding that 
quality of education and changing values, norms and practices are central in changing inequi-
ties in education, including gendered inequities, both actual efforts and the measurement of 
progress has been limited to quantitative indicators and outcomes. This is an important issue 
because it overlooks the mechanisms by which gender inequality continues to be reproduced 
through education. Gender inequality in education is produced through biased curricula and 
pedagogy, gender inequalities in staffing within institutions, gendered inequalities in the infra-
structure of schools (e.g. toilets), and gendered violence within schools. It is also produced 
by larger societal inequalities that produce barriers, challenges and disadvantaged outcomes 
for girls and women in formal educational settings –  such as entrenched gender norms about 
(child) marriage and motherhood, gendered division of labour at home, gendered access to 
financial resources required for education, gendered violence in public spaces and transporta-
tion, societal menstruation taboos and lack of resources related to menstruation at schools (see 
Shel 2007 for a comprehensive review on these elements).

Policy wise, including in the EFA framework, there is recognition that addressing gender 
inequality in education will require addressing gender inequality in other spheres, including 
in the political, economic and home spheres (UNESCO 2018). While some of these efforts 
have seen substantive resources devoted to changing the gendered organization of schools, 
many policy efforts remain focused on changing attitudes and practices via gender sensitivity 
training of teachers and integrating elements of gender, sexuality and gender equality in cur-
ricula, without addressing the structural issues. For example, policies and indicators ignore or 
miss out on issues related to the large- scale trends in divestments in formal education that have 
taken place due to structural adjustment policies in the 1980s/ 1990s, as well as increased pri-
vatization of education under neoliberal agendas in the early 21st century (Stromquist 2015). 
Relatedly, there are critiques of the instrumentalization of gender equality in education policies 
for the purposes of ‘neoliberal’ development, as opposed to shifting power relations in gendered 
structures (Boyd 2016).

When interrogating and addressing gender equality in education, attention must also be 
given to challenges faced by men and boys. For example, completion rates for boys are lower 
than girls in secondary education and in upper middle and high income countries (UNESCO 
2018), while numerous studies have highlighted how pressures on boys to perform hegemonic 
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masculinities in school contexts continue to negatively impact both boys’ own educational 
performance, as well as the performance of girls (Morojele 2011; UNESCO 2017). Studies in 
migration and gender have also shown that migration for development policies have led to unin-
tended negative gendered outcomes in many places in the Global South, including pulling boys 
out of school and into the remittance economy, as well as sometimes leading to early marriages 
of girls or increased polygamy in communities with large international migrant labour (Rafique 
Wassan et al. 2017). In addition, while qualitative studies on LGBQT+  students in school 
settings have clearly shown the prejudice, marginalization and violence they experience, there 
are no comparative systematic monitoring systems in place to track educational outcomes of 
sexual and gender minorities in formal schooling (c.f. UNESCO 2017).

Employment and wealth

Despite some progress in terms of reducing economic inequality between men and women in 
the recent decades (from pay gap to assets and inheritance, Ortiz- Espinosa and Roser 2018), 
there are still substantial global gender disparities regarding employment and wealth. Women 
still face less employment, less quality jobs, less security, lower pay and higher participation 
in unpaid work. Men own 50 per cent more wealth than women (Oxfam 2020), women are 
still more likely to be unemployed than men (ILO 2018), and women are generally paid less 
(Oxfam 2020; ILO 2018; Ortiz- Espinosa and Roser 2018).

In addition, there are more women in unpaid work (e.g. contributing family workers –  ILO 
2018), care work (which is almost always undervalued and underpaid), and domestic work 
(Oxfam 2020). Women tend to be over- represented in the informal economy in low and 
lower- middle income countries, both including and excluding agriculture (ILO, 2018). This is 
particularly so in Sub- Saharan Africa (90%), South Asia (89%) and Latin America (75%) (ibid.). 
Furthermore, when women are in formal work, they are overwhelmingly in more precarious 
and more vulnerable working conditions than men all across the Global South (Oxfam 2020; 
ILO 2018; Ortiz- Espinosa and Roser 2018; Beazley and Desai 2014).

Multiple factors contribute to the above imbalances, including broader social and cultural 
norms that dictate women’s ‘place’ in society, the triple productive, reproductive and commu-
nity roles of women that include domestic chores and child- rearing and other care responsi-
bilities (and resulting in limited mobility due to these responsibilities), as well as spaces and 
transportation services that remain unsafe for women (Beazley and Desai 2014). Finally, the lack 
or limited control of women over decision- making in the household, (particularly regarding 
financial decisions, including their own spending), also affects women’s ownership of and 
access to wealth, with men often more likely to own land and control productive assets (Ortiz- 
Espinosa and Roser 2018). This is compounded by systems and laws that tend to largely favour 
men over women in terms of ownership and inheritance, making it even harder for women 
to make a claim or assert control of belongings or assets. Notably, land rights pose a particular 
challenge, particularly in countries and regions with strong patriarchal institutions in place.

Key areas and policies that can tackle these gaps and reduce gender inequalities in income and 
employment include the following (Oxfam 2020; and Ortiz- Espinosa and Roser 2018): equal 
pay for work of equal value; ending gender- based occupational and sectoral segregation through 
both expanding relevant educational pathways and addressing gender- biased work cultures and 
insecurities; addressing structural conditions that promote discrimination and violence against 
women in the workplace, at home, and within public spaces and transportation. The persist-
ence of gendered divisions of labour in the family and women’s disproportionate reproductive 
labour burden also need to be addressed through a range of practices, including (better) paid 
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care work, childcare, maternity and parental leave, as well as other social policies and protection 
measures to facilitate the ending of the triple burden that women face. Finally, the specific needs 
and challenges faced in the informal economy require large- scale social protection measures.

In outlining these priorities, it bears noting that multiple approaches and dynamics have 
contributed to reducing gender gaps in employment and wealth, including: microcredit 
schemes and other forms of support for income- generating activities, migration (international 
and internal), the feminization of labour in transnational companies and export manufacturing, 
and changing gender- related laws and practices related to land, property, and inheritance rights. 
Such efforts have seen mixed results and have faced various lines of critique.

Regarding microcredit, for example, although many point to successes of these initiatives in 
terms of poverty reduction and women’s empowerment, others raise concerns over the risk and 
burden of over- indebtedness, the lack of effective control over financial resources and decisions 
by women within households, and the making of women legally responsible for loans that, in 
some cases, are spent or controlled by male partners or family members (e.g. see Kabeer 2005). 
In addition, microcredit may worsen women’s over- representation in what Rogerson (1997) 
calls ‘over- traded income opportunities,’ where competition is high, markets are saturated, and 
profit- margins are extremely low. This is further compounded by the restrained mobility faced 
by many women, as home- based enterprises often cater only to neighbourhood populations 
with limited purchasing power.

Regarding migration –  particularly international and/ or towards urban centres and special 
economic zones –  new opportunities for women to access employment have been accompanied 
by countless ‘stories of exploitation and abuse’ (Beazley and Desai 2014, 594). Opportunities 
can, and often do, benefit households through financial remittances and the opening up of 
decision- making power for ‘left- behind’ wives (Rashid 2013), however, they can also negatively 
impact family relations, including leaving many women with increased domestic pressures and 
responsibilities (Beazley and Desai 2014). Expectedly, women are affected differently by migra-
tion in different contexts, with men being more likely to travel abroad in South Asia, while 
women in Southeast Asia (notably the Philippines) often migrate to undertake domestic work 
or health sector work in North America and Europe, as well as in the Middle East and the 
Pacific.

The role of manufacturing, export- oriented industrialization (EOI) and transnational 
corporations has also had a major impact on expanding women’s opportunities and employ-
ment in the Global South, from factory garment workers to electronics and call centres (Beazley 
and Desai 2014). This work can bring extra income and freedoms and change the value of 
daughters (e.g. see Ahmed and Bould 2004), but also often comes with precarious (and even 
sometimes dangerous) work conditions. They are frequently low paid, and many target young, 
unmarried women, and/ or women without children, who are too often fired the moment their 
status changes (as it is perceived to reduce productivity) (Beazley and Desai 2014).

Gender- based violence

Violence against women (VAW) is often used interchangeably with gender- based violence 
(GBV), for this disproportionately affects women and girls in the Global North and South 
alike. To identify the multiple facets of VAW, the World Health Organization has distinguished 
between intimate partner violence (IPV), including forms of physical, sexual, and psycho-
logical violence, and non- partner sexual violence, comprising sexual threat, sexual harassment, 
sexual abuse, sexual assault and rape (WHO 2013). Other forms include trafficking, sexual and 
labour exploitation, femicide, female genital mutilation, and child marriage. SDG 5 identifies 
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the elimination of violence against women and girls in all spheres of life as its second target, 
following the more general target of eliminating all discrimination against them. Survivors of 
violence or women experiencing violence become more vulnerable to existing inequalities 
across different spheres of society. Furthermore, violence, particularly by an intimate partner, 
has profound repercussions on the wellbeing of families, communities, and society, making this 
target necessary to achieve other SDGs.

The indicators behind the SDG5 second target reflect the WHO differentiation between 
intimate and non- intimate partner violence. The first is commonly addressed as domestic 
violence (DV), the most frequent form of violence within the home or family being men –  
husbands, intimate partners, and ex- partners –  attacking women. Detrimental to the physical, 
mental and social wellbeing of the abused person, DV has also profound negative repercussions 
on the economy and at societal level, including inter- generational trauma (Duvvury et al. 
2013). In terms of sexual violence (SV), rape against women (and men) is often a ‘weapon’ 
in times of conflict. The causes of both forms of violence include gender inequalities, as 
much as structures of social and political inequalities (Merry 2006), histories of colonial vio-
lence (Atkinson 2002; Hunt 2008), and large- scale processes, including globalization and its 
components (Fulu and Miedema 2015). Different categories of identity like class, race, nation-
ality, religion, indigeneity and others may complicate the experience of these forms of vio-
lence. Significantly, discussions often leave out the category of disability, silencing its added 
vulnerability.

In 1993, the UN Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women enshrined 
VAW as a violation of human rights. Although development entities and actors have been 
increasingly framing advocacy, projects and policies within the international discourse of 
human rights, the concept continues to meet forms of opposition at the local level, in that 
many perceive it as alien to their worldview, if not neo- colonialist (Merry 2006). Increasingly, 
initiatives aim to acknowledge and understand context, promote bottom up initiatives, and 
train local capacity in measuring, investigating, and responding to violence against women. For 
instance, following the 2030 Agenda for sustainable development, the UNDP, in collaboration 
with Australian Aid, launched the kNowVAWdata initiative to provide regional and national 
support to measure VAW in the Asia- Pacific. At the community level, initiatives include ‘trans-
lating’ notions of women’s rights and gender equality within local cultures1 and relevant training 
for police forces. More recently, EU and UN have partnered in the SPOTLIGHT initiative 
spanning across Africa, Asia, the Pacific, the Caribbean region, and Latin America, where 
specific countries are targeted over multiple years. Acknowledging the context- specific forms 
of violence predominant in those areas, it aims to generate awareness around those issues and 
identify contextual preventive and responsive strategies.

Progress for women in access to education and economic empowerment has so far had a 
limited effect on making women less vulnerable to violence. In fact, their economic empower-
ment may sometimes even increase violence from intimate partners, as women change roles 
or become breadwinners. This means that ‘interventions aimed at economically empowering 
women must incorporate strategies to minimize unintended negative impacts on women, 
including risks of increased DV, and promote the empowerment of women from a holistic per-
spective’ (Hughes et al. 2015, 281). Such promotion should come with the acknowledgement 
and understanding of the many intersectionalities that may make some women more vulner-
able to violence. Interventions, as well as pedagogy, require an increasingly sustained analysis 
of the multiple facets of empowerment –  what it means to women in the context of the social 
relations they are embedded in and what it does to them in the circumstances their lives happen 
to unfold. For many, empowerment will actually mean to be able to overcome attached stigmas. 
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These prevent women from reporting or legally pursuing perpetrators of violence, accessing 
support, or moving on with their lives.

At the same time, fighting stigma and addressing the understandings that lead individuals, 
women included, to condone or ignore violence against women require approaches that are 
mindful of the relational dimension of the gendered issue. Men, and understanding of mas-
culinities, overall remain the big absentees in relevant advocacy, initiatives, debates, analysis 
and research. Only limited research is available on men as perpetrators (Fulu et al. 2013), and 
men and masculinities remain a novel topic in the development arena and pedagogies glo-
bally. Particularly, the topic of trans- generational trauma should be dislodged from the niche 
it still occupies, to consider both how boys and men re- enact their own trauma and how 
colonial violence has been internalized and absorbed in the Global South. The impact of the 
interactions between masculinities and large- scale processes like globalization equally deserves 
more attention. Finally, it is important to remember that boys and men may also be victims of 
forms of GBV and that gender and sexual minorities are equally targets of varied forms of GBV 
(Fulu et al. 2013).

Political voice and representation

Expanding and increasing women’s voices, rights and representation in political spaces is essen-
tial to gender equality. The political landscape for women has changed due to women’s and 
feminist movements, leading to a focus by national and international policy actors on increasing 
the number of women in formal leadership positions in both public and private spheres. Gender 
quota- based or affirmative action- based policies have been the major macro- policy focus to 
correct gender gaps in representation (Tadros 2014). While the gender gap in political represen-
tation has reduced over time, gender- based economic and political inequalities remain the most 
difficult to change (Sen 2019). Based on the data available from August 2020, globally, the pro-
portion of women in all chambers of government is 25 per cent, with the Americas having 31.8 
per cent, Europe 30 per cent, Sub- Saharan Africa 34.7 per cent, Asia 20.4 per cent, Middle East 
and North Africa (MENA) 16.6 per cent and the Pacific 19.6 per cent (Inter- Parliamentary 
Union [IPU] 2020). However, only five countries have 50 per cent or more women in one 
of the chambers of governments: Rwanda, Cuba, Bolivia, the UAE and Canada (IPU 2020).

Research shows that a combination of political, socioeconomic and cultural factors 
increases the proportion of women present in electoral political bodies (also known as descrip-
tive representation). The structure of the electoral system, the presence of leftist parties in 
governments, political ideology, the time since women’s suffrage, democratization processes, 
the proportion of women in professional occupations, the level of national economic devel-
opment, secondary- school enrolment rates of girls, attitudes about women’s place in politics, 
and the interaction of pressures between local and international women’s movements are all 
important in production of gender (in)equalities of political voice and representation (Paxton, 
Hughes and Green 2006; Swiss, Fallon and Burgos 2012). These larger patterns need to be 
contextualized as evidenced in outlier cases such as Kerala (India), where the state’s significant 
achievement of women’s socioeconomic rights co- exist with lack of political gains for women 
and persistently high levels of VAW. Moreover, in the increased numbers of women legislators, 
women from ethnically, socio- economically or other marginalized communities continue to 
be underrepresented, underscoring the importance of integrating intersectionality in policy-
making on women’s political representation.

Moreover, it seems that at early stages of expansion of women legislators, there is a sym-
bolic modelling effect which changes both attitudes towards women in politics and increases 
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women’s political participation (Liu and Banaszak 2017). However, these types of positive 
effects may be mediated by the specific forms gender inequality takes, i.e. what kinds of gaps 
exist in women’s social vs. political rights. For example, in East and Southeast Asia, increases in 
women legislature seems to actually be followed by backlash against women’s political engage-
ment (Liu 2018). Liu explains that ‘the link between women’s political representation and 
political engagement becomes more complex in situations where a huge gap exists between 
power obtained by female leaders in the political structure and (the lack of) power legitimated 
by ordinary women in the social structure’ (2018, 256). Effects of symbolic representation may 
also be more a product of substantive representation and not the number of women politicians –  
i.e. attitudes towards women in politics and women’s political engagement may increase when 
women legislators pursue policies that produce change (Tadros 2014).

Another question about women’s political representation relates to substantive represen-
tation, i.e. what impact has women’s formal political representation had on pursuing policies 
that are aligned to women’s interests. This is controversial as a question since women are not a 
monolithic homogenous group and women’s interests and feminist interests are not necessarily 
always congruent. Nevertheless, research indicates that increases (even incremental ones) in the 
number of women in parliaments lead to policy actions that prioritize health and especially 
child’s health, social policy spending, and broader ‘women- friendly’ policies (Swiss, Fallon and 
Burgos 2012). The degree to which women in politics are able to make changes to the way 
gendered power works depends on multiple things, including a critical mass of women in legis-
lative bodies, but also and perhaps more importantly, how women in politics are able to enter 
the informal political spaces and networks that shadow formal political processes, as well as 
mobilize their own constituencies and support networks (Tadros 2014).

In their most promising (radical) forms, education, employment, expanded ownership 
of wealth, freedom from violence, and political power can expand women’s options and 
their ability to influence, inform and change the way power is distributed –  including how 
decisions are made at household, economic and political levels. As seen above, the focus on 
national and international policies has been on expanding girls’ and women’s access to formal 
institutions of education, employment/ income, politics and developing laws, policing practices, 
and awareness that reduces violence against women. However, as the Pathways of Women’s 
Empowerment project demonstrated through studies across 55 projects in 15 countries, informal 
(political) spaces which helped women to organize collectively were the strongest predictors 
of women’s empowerment across multiple dimensions (Cornwall 2016). Drawing on radical 
feminist practices of consciousness raising, such spaces which facilitate cognitive empowerment 
and critical awareness about gendered power, produce a network of support and constituency 
and thus provide a basis for collective agency and action (Stromquist 2015). Tadros (2014) 
argues that since women’s engagement in politics is made possible through the work of feminist 
and women’s organizations at grassroots level, support for these organizations and their work 
is crucial in changing women’s place in politics. Moreover, the creation of spaces in which 
women can come together and talk freely about their experiences, aspirations and how things 
can be changed is crucial. What feminist research argues is that these spaces are political spaces 
and that they are often missed in quantitative analyses and national/ international policymaking 
when it comes to understanding how women’s political voice gets amplified (Cornwall 2016; 
Tadros 2014).

These spaces, though, can also be problematic when their practices and approaches are 
top- down and decontextualized and/ or when they are led by donor- dependent or foreign- led 
civil society organizations. They can also be spaces impacted by politics of race, class, sexuality, 
religion. However, researchers of women’s advocacy and feminism in Muslim societies (e.g. 
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Saba Mahmood’s work) or of women’s ability to mobilize kastom (custom) to do peacebuilding 
work in Papua New Guinea and the Solomon Islands (e.g. see Nicole George’s work) speak to 
the importance of not seeing these conflicting politics in ‘informal’ and ‘customary’ spaces as 
problems or anti- women’s rights and gender equality.

Moreover, Murphy- Graham (2010), in her work with a rural Honduran women’s empower-
ment programme, points to the importance of paying explicit attention to supporting women 
to develop relational skills and resources (e.g. negotiation, conflict resolution) in such spaces to 
enable women (and men) to transform the dynamics of women’s relationships with those that 
matter to them and/ or those who can exercise power over them (at home, work, and other 
spaces). These types of relational skills are necessary in transforming gender relations of power 
on an everyday basis. However, policymaking and action related to this has been missing in 
many efforts at using education, employment, political representation, and laws on gender- 
based violence. In the next section, we provide some examples of how we can do this.

Pedagogies and practice

In this final section, we reflect on our pedagogical practices in two unique higher educa-
tion institutions in the Global South –  The Asian University for Women (AUW) and The 
University of the South Pacific (USP). We argue, based on these two examples (institutional 
and programme- based), that if higher education institutions are going to contribute meaning-
fully to gender equality, there is a need for institutional and pedagogical practices to actively 
link students and their communities since education- based change regarding gender dynamics 
requires collective learning and creation of relationships of support. This also helps address the 
alienation that higher education and experiences can produce.

One example of a university which has attempted to address the multiple structural 
dimensions of gender inequality discussed above in its mission and practices is AUW in 
Bangladesh. AUW was established in 2008 as a liberal arts international residential university, 
currently catering to women from 15 different countries in Asia.2 AUW was purposefully 
founded to address the gender gap in tertiary education in the Global South and in Asia in 
particular, with a mission to contribute to women’s empowerment and foster exceptional 
women leaders in the region. The decision to create an all- women’s university drew on the 
radical feminist understanding that empowerment requires the production of safe spaces for 
women to come together, critically question the sources of their oppression, as well as build 
solidarity networks across multiple differences (Amin 2018). Key curricular practices to facili-
tate this were that the university was a residential university, had gender- related courses across 
disciplines (including the sciences), that women learned martial arts, and that students did 
community- based, service- learning, and action- research projects throughout the four years 
of their studies. In addition, to ensure a plurality of voices and because women who access 
tertiary education in Asia tend to overwhelmingly come from privileged backgrounds, AUW 
had two important specific practices in terms of recruitment (Phillott 2019): (1) a needs- blind 
admission policy based on community activism and academic excellence that resulted in over 
90 per cent of the students at the university to be on full or partial scholarship; and (2) building 
long- term relationships with schools and organizations in the 15 countries to actively iden-
tify and recruit women from socio- economically, culturally, or politically marginalized areas. 
Together, these practices ensure that women from different positions of privilege and disadvan-
tage were building relationships and sisterhood, sharing resources, strategies, and experiences 
and that they were working together to tackle broad and fundamental structural challenges 
affecting women in different ways.
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While the international, residential and transformative aspects of the education experience 
are seen by both the women and the university as empowering in many ways, these processes 
also produced anxieties, displacements and challenges for the women, both during and after 
their studies, which sometimes led to experiences of alienation, marginalization and even vio-
lence (Amin 2018). Key pedagogical practices that mitigated these negative outcomes related 
to embedding women’s educational journeys in their communities through field research, 
service- learning projects and professional internships in their communities, development of 
explicit workshops during their studies which focused on how to transform relationships 
of power in the family, workplace and community, as well as story- sharing/ telling spaces in 
which diverse social actors shared journeys of change, advocating for change, and the personal 
challenges and strategies used in these efforts (Amin 2018; Amin et al. 2015). Field research 
and service- learning projects ranged in disciplinary and issue focus (e.g. peacebuilding with 
communities in Sri Lanka, challenging menstruation taboos in India and Afghanistan) and were 
powerful in both making communities sites of learning, as well as creating spaces in which 
women became visible in ways (e.g. as researchers) and in spaces (e.g. religious institutions, 
public market places) that are less common. Internships were strategically developed to create 
pathways for women into areas where women are often absent in decision- making processes, 
e.g. internships of women in government ministries such as the strategic Ministry of Counter 
Narcotics in Afghanistan. These types of practices created opportunities of dialogue and con-
versation between the women and their communities, as well as were sites in which women 
gained experience and practice in challenging gender inequality, negotiating resistance to their 
work and presence, and building lasting relationships with their communities (Amin 2018; 
Amin et al. 2015; Phillott 2019).

Founded in Fiji in 1968, USP today spreads across 12 Pacific Island countries.3 Owned 
by their respective governments, it aspires to be an internationally reputed teaching, learning 
and research centre serving the region’s aspirations and needs. Its latest strategic plan ‘Shaping 
Pacific Futures’4 identifies gender equality as a priority for the institution. As the Priority Area 
of Research, Innovation and Internationalization develops around the SDGs, gender equality 
also features as a goal of its own within the thematic area ‘governance, justice and equalities.’ In 
2012, USP equally established a post- graduate certificate programme in Gender Studies,5 which 
is attracting increasing numbers of students, including cis- men. This was a direct response to 
civil society and government stakeholders’ calls to create an academic programme supporting 
the development of feminist research and theory- based policies across different sectors, which 
would also be culturally and politically sensitive to the needs of Pacific Island communities.

Despite the increasing presence of ‘gender’ in the region, many people continue to dismiss 
feminism as ‘a foreign flower’ (Underhill- Sem 2010, 13), which may contribute to stripping 
Pacific Island women of their agency. Hence, many pit ‘gender’ against ‘culture’ rather than 
placing it within cultural processes (ibid.). Interestingly, other elements introduced during the 
colonial era, like rugby and Christianity, have become part of Pacific Islands’ lived realities 
(ibid.), to the extent of being used to challenge gender equality’s arguments. Attempts to coun-
terbalance this hostility have included identifying cultural forms of feminism and detecting 
values associated to gender equality and human rights in Indigenous cultures. Additionally, 
many perceive gender as a proxy for women, labelling it as anti- men, or barely seeing space for 
discussions beyond the binary men- women, the latter being also ostracized by perceptions of 
culture and religion where gender and sexual diversity seem to hold no place (ibid., 11– 12). 
Another issue is that development labels like ‘Pacific women’ and the ‘Pacific’ may respectively 
obliterate the diversity of women in the region and their intersectionalities and reproduce the 
colonially constructed insularity of Pacific Islands.
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The challenge has then been to generate a learning experience conducive to ownership of 
values and discourses of gender equality, decoloniality, and inclusion of all women, men, and 
gender and sexual minorities. The programme has encouraged a process where students and 
lecturer constantly learn from one another and where students’ cultures, languages, relations, 
lived experiences, and their pre- existent knowledge of the region’s realities become learning 
material to analyse gender dynamics and actually ‘translate’ gender. Acknowledging the place 
arts occupy in the region’s identity, as well as ancestral practices of storytelling, the programme 
has encouraged students’ creativity in articulating and framing the resulting discussions. Students 
thus embrace a ‘logic of the gift,’ conciliating feminist epistemologies and Indigenous epistem-
ologies’ emphasis on (and value of) contextualized experience and sharing (Kuokkanen 2006). 
This contributes to creating a safe and inclusive space to look critically into the larger Pacific 
colonial and postcolonial experience and its role in producing gender.

For instance, discussing women in the region, students realize the impact of colonial cat-
egories like Melanesia, Polynesia, and Micronesia on representation and inclusion in the 
overall picture of Pacific women; the forms of separation that different colonial experiences 
(including distinct colonial empires) have translated into and the space for non- Indigenous 
Pacific women and ‘overseas’ Pacific women. They consider how rank can overtake gender, 
how other categories of identity, particularly disability and location, can create power 
differentials among women, and they look in to forms of agency and empowerment within 
their cultures. Analysing violence against women, students get used to include men and the 
analysis of how masculine norms may shape men’s existences, but also start approaching Pacific 
masculinities as postcolonial masculinities, reflecting on the possible internalization of forms 
of colonial violence and the impact of continuous local and global socioeconomic changes. 
Likewise, students approach gender and sexual diversity issues as the interaction of global 
LGBTQI+  activism and discourse, cultural histories of gender and sexual diversity, and colo-
nialism. In addition to these discussions, the programme has introduced working sessions with 
gender and development practitioners. Further ways to connect students with their commu-
nities, societies, and context could include fieldtrips to villages to dialogue with women’s 
groups and to urban feminist associations, as well as identifying alternative locally produced 
learning sources.

In conclusion, based on our experiences of teaching at institutions and programmes 
that aim at contributing to gender equality, three practices are necessary: 1) policies and 
interventions ensuring that women from marginalized groups and gender and sexual minor-
ities are proactively recruited and supported into relevant programmes and that men and 
analysis of masculinities are involved in discussions and initiatives; 2) curricular and extra-
curricular content and practices developed in dialogue with grassroots organizations, civil 
society actors, governments and private sector actors advocating for gender equality; and 
3) context- responsive pedagogical practices where students and communities are linked and 
put into conversation with each other.

Key sources

1. Cornwall, A. (2016). Women’s empowerment: What works? Journal of International 
Development, 28(3), 342– 359.

This article brings together the most important findings from the interdisciplinary Pathways 
of Women’s Empowerment project based on studies across 55 projects in 15 countries in the 
Global South. It provides key insights on policies that work to address gender inequality 
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across different contexts, and where there continue to be important policy gaps. The details 
and additional outputs from the project can be found through: www.ids.ac.uk/ projects/ 
pathways- of- womens- empowerment- research- programme- consortium/ 

2. Fulu, E., Warner, X., Miedema, S., Jewkes, R., Roselli, T. and Lang, J. (2013). Why 
do some men use violence against women and how can we prevent it? Quantitative Findings 
from the United Nations Multi- Country Study on Men and Violence in Asia and the Pacific. 
Bangkok: UNDP, UNFPA, UN Women and UNV.

This UN multi- country study addresses violence against women by focusing on the male 
perpetrators. It examines and contextualizes their perceptions of their own actions, ana-
lysing the relationship between any experience as victims or witness of violence during their 
childhood and adolescence and their violence against women as adults. Importantly, this work 
fills a gap, as little research is available on the role of perpetrators in the understanding and pre-
vention of the phenomenon.

3. Oxfam (2020). Time to care: Unpaid and underpaid care work and the global inequality crisis. 
Oxfam Briefing Paper –  January 2020. Oxfam International, Oxford.

This document gives an overview of the state of gender inequality in relation to employment 
and wealth around the globe and underlines the over- representation of women in care work, 
an often unpaid or underpaid sector of human societies. The document also summarizes the 
core dynamics and challenges that contribute to gender (in)equality and highlights key areas for 
policy and action.

4. Stromquist, N. P. (2015). Women’s Empowerment and Education: linking knowledge 
to transformative action. European Journal of Education, 50(3), 307– 324.

This article both summarizes the research and policy outcomes related to education as a pathway 
for women’s empowerment in the Global South, as well as the key processes that continue to 
impact on gender inequality in education. Importantly, like most of Stromquist’s work, the 
article provides insights and recommendations on how research and education can be used to 
produce transformative change and action.

5. Tadros, M. (Ed.). (2014). Women in Politics: Gender, Power and Development. Zed 
Books Ltd.

Part of the Pathways of Women’s Empowerment project, this edited volume provides an excel-
lent review of the research on women in politics, what policies have worked and what does 
not work. Most importantly, the book provides life- stories of women in politics across different 
countries in the Global South and the environments that enable women’s participation in pol-
itics. The collection provides new insights into the very specific mechanisms that play out in 
gender and politics.

Notes
 1 See for instance SPC’s initiatives https:// rrrt.spc.int/ resources/ videos/ cultural- mapping- for-   

social- inclusion- in- oceania
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 2 Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, Cambodia, China (Tibet), India, Indonesia, Malaysia, Myanmar, 
Nepal, Pakistan, Palestine, Sri Lanka, Syria, Vietnam

 3 Cook Islands, Fiji, Kiribati, Marshall Islands, Niue, Nauru, Samoa, Solomon Islands, Tokelau, Tonga, 
Tuvalu, Vanuatu

 4 www.usp.ac.fj/ fileadmin/ files/ SP- 2019– 2021/ USP- Strategic- Plan- 2019– 2021.pdf
 5 The programme currently offers a postgraduate certificate in the discipline, including a course on fem-

inist theory, debates and research, and another one on gender and development. The proposal has been 
presented to offer a Postgraduate Diploma in Gender Studies, including a new course on gender and 
environment.
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