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I had thought a lot about pedagogy, and a lot about gender, but my first experience with my own gender class was actually the first time I thought about gender in pedagogy.  I had been given the course assignment of my dreams: a department willing to offer a course in feminist international relations.  Five minutes into the class, an eighteen-year-old freshman raises her hand and asks a question, “what is feminism?” and I did not know the answer to the question.  I know what feminism is – if you ask me to write a book chapter, or tell you about a gut feeling.  But a one-sentence answer to a curious undergraduate was in order, and I had nothing. It was after that class that I started thinking seriously about how to teach gender, both in gender courses and in the other political science courses that I teach.  


My experience has taught me three things about teaching gender in the IR classroom. First, gender and feminism have an intensely personal resonance with students; that personal resonance is something that I as a teacher must confront in order to teach gender effectively.  Second, there is a difference between teaching International Security with a week on gender, and teaching International Security from a gendered perspective.  I advocate the latter approach, but understand that there are times when the former is more appropriate.  Finally, the question of the adequacy of text is an important one.  While there are texts that help us integrate gender into our Introduction to IR classes, texts that speak directly to specialized courses are more difficult to find and even harder to integrate. I argue that effective gender pedagogy will require the production of useful texts for teaching gender across issue areas in IR.  I will discuss these points briefly, then end with some observations about the future of gender teaching in IR.

My first observation is the importance of recognizing students’ emotional reactions to the introduction of gender into the IR classroom.  Many of us, myself included, have experienced student hostility to the introduction of gender into a course that they did not expect to address it (ie, Introduction to IR, or International Security).  I have a theory about the source of that hostility.  Studies have repeatedly found that university students depersonalize international relations as they study it. Robin Riley finds that students disassociate themselves from United States foreign policy, identifying their helplessness and claiming amnesty from responsibility.  She argues that this is an essential emotional tool for students trying to deal with the immense quantity and intense quality of horror in global politics.  The introduction of gender into the classroom, I contend, denies students the defense mechanism of depersonalizing IR.  

Gender disrupts the depersonalization of IR in two major ways.  First, the introduction of gender as a variable to be analyzed in IR tells the students (accurately) that gender matters in how people are treated in global politics.  Everyone has at least one gender, and often that gender changes the way that they are seen or treated.  The logical extensions of this argument are two-fold: first, every student has a gender; second, gendered students can expect that gender to matter in their experiences of local and global politics. It is my experience that gendered students in a university community are emotionally uncomfortable with the fact that their gender may affect their social or political position.  Students gendered female are attached to notions of the success of gender equality, while students gendered male are for the most part uncomfortable acknowledging privilege.  The study of gender in IR personalizes gender.  

The second way that gender disrupts the depersonalization of IR is by personalizing IR. Gender analyses in IR are sometimes about women in positions of political power, but more often they are about the ways that gender in IR affects the lives of individuals or marginalized groups in certain sectors in global politics.  If individuals like Korean prostitutes (Moon 1997), domestic housemaids (Chin 1998), civilian men (Carpenter 2005), and female American voters (Caprioli and Boyer 2001) matter to the study of global politics, then, by extension, so do our students.  The study of gender, whether as a variable or as a structural discourse, invokes moral responsibility for scholarship, for the gendered implications of global policies, and for students’ personal roles in global politics.
I do not think that we can effectively teach gender, as part or all of a course, without confronting this emotional reaction and the resultant hostility to the study of gender head-on. I have found a number of strategies that more or less worked in the context.  In the context of courses on gender, I have found it necessary to force students into discussing the meaning of gender in class.  I usually require students to write a paragraph-long reaction paper to whatever readings I have assigned on the meaning of gender, but that does not open up the discussion like I wish it did. In order to force discussion of gender in gender courses, I usually put up on the board the question “what is gender?” or “what gender are you?” and refuse to talk until a student says something.  The process often takes more than half an hour of silent class time, but the result is normally a high level of comfort in difficult discussions throughout the semester.  In non-gender courses, I try to let the students be the ones who figure out that we need to talk about gender.  Questions like “who are the most influential figures in 20th century global politics?” paired with “why didn’t you mention a woman?” have had substantial success, as has my intentional use of the gendered language “statesmen,” “gentlemen”, and the like.  In my experience, students’ discomfort with the personalization forced by gender discussions in the IR classroom is most effectively offset by making them uncomfortable not talking about gender.  The more students participate in shaping their gender discourses, the less they are able to blame me as an instructor for their discomfort or trivialize the issue.
 
The second point that I would like to make is that there is a difference between teaching International Security with a week on gender and teaching International Security from a gendered perspective.  Though I realize that many of the people who will be trying to add gender to their curriculums do not self-identify as feminist, I do. My research is distinctively feminist for normative reasons.  As a teacher, however, my reasons for espousing feminism are substantially different.  They are largely pedagogical. The question of how we teach gender, I believe, is intrinsically linked to why we teach gender.  I teach gender for two reasons: to show its effectiveness as an explanatory variable in global politics and to highlight the prevalence of gender subordination. I appreciate those who teach gender because it is a part of IR, but I teach gender because it is impossible to understand IR without it. Given that, in an International Security class I do not have a week on strategy, a week on tactics, a week on interests, and a week on gender.  I have a week on strategy with gender reading, a week on tactics with gender reading, etc. I’m not even sure that is good enough, though. I wish that there were readings that dealt with strategy from a gender perspective, tactics from a gendered perspective, etc.


Which brings me, I suppose to my last point – one of the greatest difficulties that I have had with the pedagogy of gender is the availability of pedagogical resources with which to teach gender. Right now, I assign a rape in war article when I teach non-combatant immunity, or a home work article when I teach international political economy.  What I would like to have is a survey article about non-combatant immunity that talks about gender, an IPE text that addresses home work and care, a history of the Korean war that includes prostitution camps, and a piece on US-Latin American relations that mentions the sexualization of women considered as ‘others’.  One of the challenges of mainstreaming gender in my classroom is the lack of gender mainstreaming in our research and the discipline’s literature.  Today, I have to choose between an article that studies gender or feminism and one that offers a comprehensive understanding of the specialized topic that I am teaching about, as if that were not a paradox.  The truth is that a comprehensive text on any given specialized subject would include gender, and if gender were truly mainstreamed in our analyses, it would be in our classrooms.  Until then, we must improvise to find content, text, and strategies to teach gender in our IR classrooms.

There are those who doubtless remain skeptical about the idea of mainstreaming gender either into our research or our classrooms.  Gender, however, is not an advocacy concept that feminists use to carry a political agenda.  Instead, gender is an empirical reality, like the other empirical realities that political science studies.  I will continue to challenge my students to think about gender, to integrate gender into my curricula, and to produce texts that take gender seriously, as I hope do my peers in this discussion.  Still, it is difficult for me to envision gender getting the sort of pedagogical attention it really merits without getting the research attention to parallel it.  If there is a day that I can assign texts like Bombing to Win (Pape 1996), The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (Mearsheimer 2003), and After Hegemony (Keohane 1984) and they include gender, that day will be a victory for the pedagogy of gender.  Until then, we will have to improvise and textualize our own understandings of gender in order to teach them in non-gender courses.


While the last paragraph may seem like a grim outlook for the pedagogy of gender, I still firmly believe that it is an exciting time to be teaching political science and gender at the University level. My courses about gender are more and more well populated, and students are seriously examining questions of gender subordination and structural inequality when we talk about issues as diverse as working conditions and war-fighting. This student interest is at once a victory and a mission: those who are serious about integrating gender into the political science curriculum must meet the challenges and limitations both of our society and our discipline. 
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