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« We seem to talk less of changing the power structures than surviving them » (Beverley Skeggs, 

1995 : 482). 

 

Since 2010, a dozen of gender studies masters have been implemented in France and gender studies 

seem to be now accepted at university. These studies - which used to be called "feminist and 

women's studies" - were implemented in higher education during the 1980's by feminist activits 

belonging to the MLF (Women's Liberation Movement). However, they faced a severe hostility and 

were suspected of partiality. Today, we can define gender studies as all the courses in higher 

education which adopt a gender perspective, that is to say, pointing out the social construction of 

gender role and focusing on the inequalities that are produced by this role partition.  Several factors 

explain the apparent institutionalization of gender studies in France: the focus of several 

international, european and national institutions on gender equality, the fact that gender studies are 

seen as a north american importation, but also the liberalization of universities. 

On the contrary in England women's studies have been more visible since the 1980's but have faced 

since 2000 a period of decline : several centers have been closed, the student number  has 

decreased. The rise of fees and the backlash against feminist achievements partly explain this 

situation. Therefore, the situation of gender studies in France and in England appears reversed.  

Despite these differences, in both countries gender studies have encountered the same evolution in 

terms of curriculum in the context of neoliberal academy : if they can become more 

institutionalized, it is due to a selective and professionalized institutionalization. In France, since the 

2000's, the subject of gender equality is more and more legitimate whereas in England it is gender 

globalization that attracts students, especially the international ones with high economic resources. 

Also, we notice that in France, these studies are still precarious as the grants suppression for 2017-

2022 by the Conseil Régional d'Île de France has showed. On the contrary, in England, thanks to 

strong demands from international students for these courses, but also because gender studies are 

more entrenched in social sciences, gender courses are less threatened by a closure.  

How does the context of neoliberal Academy produce a selective and professionalized 

institutionalization for gender studies in France and in England ? This presentation aims at 

highlighting the contexts and the balances of power in the context of neoliberal academy and their 

effects on the curricula and the professional paths of gender teachers. Also, it shows how the "new " 

institutional neoliberal constraints are appropriated, exceeded or ignored by teachers.  

The first part of my presentation shows the socio-historical context in both countries in which 

feminist and women studies have been implemented from the 1980's to the 2000's. The second part 

analyzes the conditions and models of development of gender studies in France and in England 

since the 2000's in the context of an increased liberalization of universities. The third part presents 

the difficulties faced by feminist academics and how they try to overcome them.  
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PART I 

 A Different History for Feminist and Women's Studies in France and in England (1980-2000) 

 

In the 1970's in France and in England, activists of the Women's Liberation Movement working at 

the university have tried to create feminist and women's courses in universities. But the strategies 

developed were not the same because of the different higher education system. In France, activists 

have decided to integrate feminist perspectives in disciplines of social sciences whereas in England 

it was possible to a certain extent to create dedicated programs and centers to Women's Studies.  

 

In France, the Strategy of Embedding Disciplines  
In France, feminist academics have met a lot of hostility when trying to develop courses about 

women. These courses were mocked by colleagues and the students. Because of these difficulties, 

very few courses dedicated to women were implemented. We can note the creation of the « Centre 

d' Etudes Féminines » at the univeristy Paris VIII by Hélène Cixous in 1974. Today, it is still the 

only center on these questions in France. Feminist academics have therefore tried when it was 

possible to integrate a feminist perspective in their courses but not in an explicit way. In the 1980's, 

thanks to political changeover, a major symposium was held in 1982 dealing with « Recherches sur 

les femmes et recherches féministes » (Researches on women and feminist researches). This event 

helped to institutionalize the field of women and feminist studies but in research only. The second 

part of the 1990's constituted a turning point : because of different mobilizations (political equality, 

PACS), a new generation of academics interested by feminist issues has contributed to a revival of 

these questions in higher education. But, at the end of the 2000's, there was a big contrast between a 

lot of feminist researches and the emptiness of these courses (Bereni, 2012).  

  

The Development of Women's Studies in England 
In England, as a result of more flexibility in the contents of the courses, feminist academics have 

been able to create courses on women in social sciences (sociology, history). The oppositions to 

these courses occurred when the stake was to create a center or a program on these questions.  

Multiple strategies have been used : creating women's studies programs in mainstream departments 

such as the first master in 1980 in sociology at the University of Kent. Another strategy was to 

establish such programs in marginal departments like Adult Continuing Program : because they 

were depreciated, academics benefited from a certain level of latitude. Also, women's studies 

centers were created in different universities such as the Center for Women's Studies (CWS) at the 

university of York in 1984, which is today after the Gender Institute of the LSE the second biggest 

center on gender. The founders of the CWS managed to get the authorization to create the center, a 

master and a Ph.D, which was at that time a brand new situation. Nevertheless, the reception of the 

project showed the negative stereotypes linked to feminism, especially the one of being against 

men.  

In general, all strategies have been combined : academics who have worked in centers have also 

runned their courses in their department. Women's studies at that time met a great success but did 

not have any financial support : they were in a paradoxical situation of « deficit expansion » 

(Skeggs, 1995).  

 

A Decline of Interest for Women and Gender Studies in England since the 1990's 
In the 1990's, women's studies became gender studies in France and in England. In England there 

has been a decline in the number of students attending the courses. This is due to the profound 

transformation of the universities' funding based since the beginning of the 1990's on student fees. 

This deep change has affected gender studies : students are now looking for marketable courses and 

gender studies do not attract them.  

On the institutional side, this change has also affected small size centers including women's studies 

centers. Considered as too small to generate enough profit, some of them have been closed or 
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transferred into big departments, losing their autonomy.  

All these organizational changes have effects on the courses and create more pressure on teachers 

who must attract students in their courses.  

 

PART II 

New Institutional Configuration for Gender Studies since the 2000's 
 

In France, Feminist Academics have seized the favourable context for gender equality to develop 

Gender Studies 
The promotion of gender equality has favored the creation of courses on gender : the number of 

masters has increased in an unprecedented way in fifteen years.  

Source : Information report on gender studies, Assemblée Nationale, October 11
th

 2016.  

The institutional reforms conducted in the context of the Licence Master Doctorate (LMD) reform 

since the beginning of the 2000's have played a big role. They have opened a window of 

opportunity to develop gender studies. By engaging a major change in the curricula, the LMD 

reform has by an indirect means allowed the development of gender studies. By bringing to the fore 

interdisciplinarity, professionalization through the adoption of semesters and module-based training, 

this reform has enabled feminist academics to create gender MA.  

The analysis of the gender masters created since 2010 shows how they spotlight the subject of 

gender equality. Demands from various structures (firms, territorial collectivities) for mission heads 

on this issue and the adoption of compelling laws justify the creation of such courses. A majority of 

these masters prepare students to work in the sex equality field.  

 

European Support and International Influence : the New Means to Institutionalize Gender 

Studies in Universities 
It is interesting to consider the case of the European master EGALES opened in 2011 at the Lyon 2 

University. The case of EGALES shows very well the two essential tools to institutionalize gender 

studies : international influence and a support from the EU (in the case of France). These two 

dimensions are by far much more essential than the content of curricula. Indeed, the project was 

refused twice when it did not include these two dimensions.  

We can observe the same phenomenon in England : in a context of rising competition between 

universities, the access to an international network has become a condition sine qua non to exist, 

especially since gender masters are attended by international students.  

For instance, the biggest center for gender studies in England is located at the London School of 

Economics and has 92 students, 20 Ph.D students and 9 permanent members. It has 6 Msc in gender 

studies and the number of students is rising up since the creation of the center. This increase can be 

explained by the fact that two Msc are specialized in gender and globalization. The international 

dimension of the six masters are also well underlined in the presentation of the courses on the 
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center's website, as well as their interdisciplinary dimension.  Thanks to the reputation of the LSE 

and its geographic location, the gender institute attracts a vast majority of North American students 

with high economic resources. The gender institute is « a privileged anomaly » according to the 

feminist academics.  

PART III 

A Weak Institutionalization for Gender Studies 

 

All these evolutions in favor of the development of gender studies in universities should not hide 

the complexity of the institutionalization process which is still weak and limited to certain 

universities.  

 

In France, Gender Studies are Limited to Certain Universities as Oppositions still Exist 
Oppositions to gender studies still exist despite a favorable context. They are expressed in 

backstage but still produce negative effects on teachers' careers and the development of courses. 

The suspicion of activism and partiality is still present and plays as an obstacle to create gender 

courses. In certain subjects, like political science academics sometimes need to get the dean's 

support to create gender courses but also have to reassure about the suspicion of activism. This 

suspicion concerns even those who claim a distance from militancy. Therefore, it can sometimes be 

counter-productive to teach gender courses for junior academics. Some of them even decide to work 

on other subjects in order not to convey the stigma to be a woman working on gender. Besides, 

several subjects of social sciences are still very gender blind : in literature for instance, because the 

courses prepare students for the exam to become a teacher, it is very difficult to introduce new 

perspectives.  

 

Which Diploma for Gender Studies ? 
In France, feminist teachers have to choose between creating a diploma in gender studies and 

specialized in a subject, or creating a diploma in a subject specialized in gender studies. Because 

interdisciplinarity can be poorly looked upon by subjects at the university, and also because students 

must find a job after their studies, feminist academics often choose to create a diploma in a subject 

specialized in gender studies. This key question does not exist in England where interdisciplinarity 

is valued. In France, there is only one Ph.D in gender studies because of this situation.  

Gender Studies are Unequally Developed in England due to the Funding System of Universities 
The increase of student fees has effects on gender studies. The case of the center for gender and 

women's studies in Lancaster is a good illustration of this context. This center is quite well-known 

for gender studies. It was created in the 1980's and has received famous feminist academics such 

Sarah Ahmed, Jacky Stacey. At the beginning of the 2000's, the university has considered that the 

number of students was too low to generate enough profit and has moved the center in the 

department of sociology. This situation was not specific to this center. At that time, feminist 

academics considered this transfer as a loss of autonomy and a regression. Today, as the number of 

feminist teachers is not consequent, students must attend other gender courses in different 

departments. The center is still precarious as the number of students is unpredictable. For instance, 

when the university has changed the system of funding for undergraduate by allowing them to pay 

fees once they graduate, the number of students in gender courses has increased a lot. 

Undergraduate students in gender courses are for the vast majority English whereas they only 

represent 10% of the post-graduate in the gender master.  
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Conclusion  

 

To conclude, if gender studies seem institutionalized in both the French and English higher 

education, they are still very precarious but in a different way. In England, gender studies are 

unequally institutionalized : in some universities, gender courses are threatened with closure but in 

others, because there is a significant demand for these courses by international students, they are 

very stable. In France, gender studies' institutionalization is still very precarious even if the 

structural and short term context is in favor of their development. It is therefore more appropriate to 

talk about a " relative integration"  in certain universities. In both countries, feminist academics 

refer to professionalization to legitimate gender studies : in France it is the field of gender equality 

which is brought to the fore whereas it is gender and globalization in England. The international 

influence and the support of the European Union for France also constitute essential criteria to 

create gender courses.   
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