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WMST 245: WOMEN IN INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT

SUGGESTED TOPICS FOR TERM PAPERS

International Studies/Political Science Topics:

Choose one of the former British colonies in the Third World, and write an essay about the roles of leading women in the struggle for independence against the colonial power. [suggestions: India, Kenya, or Ghana]

How did the United Nations Commission on the Status of Women come to be established, and what were the main achievements of its first five years?

Write a critical assessment of the First International Women’s Conference in Mexico City, its successes and failures, and how it laid the foundation for future developments in women’s rights.

In 1993 the United Nations issued its Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of Violence Against Women.  Identify the main people who moved that forward, trace its emergence from the international women’s struggle, and describe its possible effects on women’s well-being.

How did the Council of Women World Leaders come to be established?  Write a critical account of its achievements for women over its lifetime. 

Write an essay on the Co-Madres (Mothers of the Disappeared) of El Salvador, a group of impoverished, mostly illiterate women whose husbands or children were kidnapped or killed by death squads and government security forces during El Salvador’s bloody civil war in the 1980s.  Describe how social roles of women affected the work of Co-Madres, and what role was played in the struggle by the issue of access to land.

Review the growth over the past two decades of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) working on women’s issues in developing countries.  Have these organizations helped women’s empowerment and well-being or have they diverted funds away from mainstream investments in the necessary government institutions in developing countries?

Analyze the roles of women in the long struggle against apartheid in South Africa, and describe the outcomes of legislation that has benefited women since the election of the government headed by Nelson Mandela in 1994.

Write an essay on the impacts on women of the widespread movement towards de-centralization of government in developing countries.  What are the possible benefits and risks for women in this trend, and what safeguards are needed?

Write a critical biographical essay on Rigoberta Menchú, who publicized the plight of indigenous peoples in Guatemala, wrote the autobiographical book Crossing Borders, was awarded the Nobel Prize for Peace in 1992, and was appointed a UNESCO Goodwill Ambassador.  Analyze the strengths and weaknesses of her work, and in particular assess the impact of allegations of American anthropologist David Stoll that some of the claims in Menchú's Nobel Prize-winning autobiography were false.
Write a critical biographical essay on one of the following women political leaders (among other things analyzing the context of their coming to power, what they achieved for their countries, or in the international arena, and their strengths and weaknesses):

(a) Indira Gandhi, Prime Minister of India, 1966-1977, and 1980-1984;

(b) Michelle Bachelet, medical doctor, President of Chile 2006-2010;

(c) Megawati Sukarnoputri, President of Indonesia, 2001-2004;

(d) Benazir Bhutto, President of Pakistan 1988–1990, and 1993–1996;

(e) Mary Robinson, United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights 1997-2002, and founding member and Chair of the Council of Women World Leaders;

(f) Violeta B. de Chamorro, President of Nicaragua, 1990-96;

(g) Sheikh Hasina, Prime Minister of Bangladesh, 1996–01 and 2009-present;

(h) Tansu Çiller, Prime Minister of Turkey, 1993-96;

(i) Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, President of Liberia, 2005-present;

(j) Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo, President of The Philippines, 2001-present;

(k) Eugenia Charles, Prime Minister of Dominica, 1980-95.

Women’s Studies Topics:

Review the impact of Ester Boserup’s 1970 book, Women’s Role in Economic Development, describing the context in which it was published, and subsequent critiques by feminist scholars.

Write an essay on the relationships between the women’s movement in the United States and women’s movements in the international arena.

Write an essay on the impact on women in Egypt of that country’s New Marriage Contract Law of 2000.  Review the decade of campaigning that led to the enactment of the legislation, and describe how views of Islamic teaching were taken into account in its formulation.

Write an analytical review of the 1977 play I Will Marry When I Want, by Kenyan writer  Ngugi wa Thiong’o, describing what it shows about gender roles and expectations in an African society, and comparing these with gender roles and expectations of two other societies/cultures studied in this course.  Why do you think Ngugi was imprisoned after this play was performed?

Rwanda, a small country in East Africa, has one of the highest proportions of women among its elected representatives.  Write an essay explaining how this came about, and what lessons can be learned for advancing the cause of women in other low-income countries.

Using as a starting point the book by Nicholas D. Kristof & Sheryl WuDunn (2009). Half the Sky: Turning Oppression into Opportunity for Women Worldwide.  New York, NY: Alfred Knopf. 294 pp., write an essay on the trafficking of women within and between countries in South-East Asia.  Outline the scope of the problem, analyze approaches that have been tried to address it, and identify the most effective among these approaches.

Agricultural topics:

The Green Revolution in India among other things strongly affected wheat production in the State of Punjab, and rice production in the State of Tamil Nadu.  Choose one of these two States, and use examples to analyze the main impacts of the Green Revolution on various different groups of women (e.g. those who were part of families owning larger farms, those who headed farming families themselves, those who were landless laborers, and those who did artisanal work in villages).

Write an essay on the different roles and resources of women in the agriculture of Sub-Saharan Africa and East Asia.

Taking as a starting point the 1961 account of village life in India by Kusum Nair, Blossoms in the Dust, discuss the barriers to adoption of new agricultural technologies raised by women’s lack of literacy, education, equipment, secure tenure of land, access to extension advice, and access to credit.

Review the 1975 book The One Straw Revolution, by Masanobu Fukuoka, compare and contrast the approach to agriculture that he advocates with the agriculture typical in Asia’s Green Revolution, and analyze the different impacts on women of these two different approaches to agricultural development. [this topic recommended only for those with some technical knowledge of agriculture]
Literature topics:

Pearl Buck (1892-1973) was born in Hillsboro, West Virginia, and won the Nobel Prize for literature in 1938.  Write an analytical review of her 1931 novel, The Good Earth, giving an account of the roles and status of women in pre-revolutionary rural China portrayed in the novel.

Choose one of the following two novels by Kamala Markandaya:  Nectar in a Sieve (1954) or A Handful of Rice (1966).  Describe what the novel tells us about women’s poverty in India, and about the impact on women of the movement of an economy from agriculture to industry.

Write an analytical review of the 1958 novel Things Fall Apart, by Nigerian writer Chinua Achebe, describing the roles of women in agriculture and the village economy as portrayed in the novel, and proposing how a process of modernization might change life for women in this setting.

Write an analytical review of the 1966 novel A Grain of Wheat, by Kenyan writer James Ngugi, describing the roles of women in agriculture and the village economy as portrayed in the novel, emphasizing the changes in the status and roles of women wrought by British colonial rule, and assessing the foundation for future development that these changes established.

In an interview in the Fall of 1994, Chilean novelist Isabel Allende responded to a question as follows:

Q: Is your view of the millennium, then, generally positive? What do you envision? 

A: I see a more feminine world, a world where feminine values will be validated, the same as masculine values are. A more integrated world. 

I see that in the future, things that we have lost in the past will be recovered. There's a search for those things, a search for spirituality, for nature, for the goddess religions, for family and human bonding. All that has been lost in this industrial era. People are in desperate need of those things. I don't think the world will destroy itself in a nuclear cataclysm. On the contrary, we have the capacity to save ourselves and save the planet, and we will use it.

From an interview by Bob Baldock and Dennis Bernstein for "Skirting the Brink: America's Leading Thinkers and Activists Confide Their Views of Our Predicament," a public radio project in progress. [information from this web-site:  http://www.motherjones.com/arts/qa/1994/09/allende.html]

Select one of Allende’s early works [suggestion: The House of the Spirits] that deals with the status and roles of women in Chile, and analyze the changes in their lives that the novel describes them bringing about themselves by confronting their situation.

Sociology and Anthropology Topics:

Compare and contrast the well-being of rural women in Yemen with those in the Indian State of Kerala.  Select, report and compare a number of key indicators, including life expectancy, maternal mortality, infant mortality, percentage of girls enrolled in primary and secondary school, and representation of women in Parliament.  Describe the different political and religious views that may have shaped women’s roles differently in these two regions.

Review analytically the 1998 book, Village Voices: Forty Years of Rural Transformation in South India, by T. Scarlett Epstein, A. P. Suryananrayana, and T. Thimmegowda.  Focus your review on the evolving roles, social customs, and well-being of women and their daughters over the forty year period covered by the authors.  How does economic development affect the social customs concerning women?

Environmental Topics:

Write a critical biographical essay on Wangari Maathai, environmental activist, founder of the Green Belt movement in Kenya, and winner of the Nobel Prize for Peace in 2004, and analyze the strengths and weaknesses of her work.

How does the work that women do in the Third World affect the environment?  Focus especially on their work in agriculture and food production, gathering fuel-wood, caring for grazing and drinking animals, doing family laundry, and fetching household water.  Use these to illustrate women’s relationship with the environment, and their impact on soil erosion, water pollution, reduction of biodiversity, and global warming.  Include examples from specific Third World countries, such as Ethiopia, India, or Brazil.

Write a critical essay on the leadership of former Norwegian Prime Minister Gro Harlem Brundtland in her role as Chair of the World Commission on Environment and Development.  Analyze Brundtland’s contributions to the 1987 report Our Common Future, and her roles in laying the groundwork for the 1992 Earth Summit, the adoption of Agenda 21, the Rio Declaration and the establishment of the Commission on Sustainable Development. In each of these achievements, discuss particularly their impact on women.

Food Topics:

Select either the famine in China 1959-1962, or the famine in Ethiopia 1983-1985.  Write an essay on the effects of the famine on rural women and girls.  What coping mechanisms did women and girls use in the two crises, and how did the effects of the famine on women and girls compare with the effects on men and boys?

Review the 1973 movie by Indian filmmaker Satyajit Ray, titled Distant Thunder [Bengali title Ashani Sanket], whose subject is the Bengal famine of 1943.  Describe what you learn from the movie about the social status and roles of women in different social classes (castes) in India. [The movie is in the WVU library, call number MEDIA VT7216 AVLIB] 

Write an essay on Community-Based Growth Promotion Programs as a technique for improving nutrition of girls in rural areas with severe poverty.  Assess the strengths and weaknesses of such programs, and illustrate how they work by referring to one specific examples of their use (e.g. in the State of Tamil Nadu in India, or Iringa District in Tanzania).

Health/Family Planning Topics:

Write an essay on family planning programs in Iran from the 1970s to the 1990s.  Compare the programs as they were begun under the government of the Shah, changed under the early radical Islamic government, and changed again under the later Islamic government after the war between Iran and Iraq was ended.  What have been the main outcomes of the programs and how have they affected women?

Review the history of United States Government foreign aid for family planning programs.  How have the conditions placed on this aid affected the programs and their impact on women?  Use Egypt as an example.

Write an essay on the main health problems affecting women in Third World countries.  Present data on leading health indicators, trace changes over the past three decades, and comment on the importance of women’s health for wider development issues.  Use examples from specific countries in the Third World.

How has the HIV/AIDS crisis in Sub-Saharan Africa affected women and girls?  Use Uganda as an example of what steps a country can take to address the problems, and how effective the solutions have been.

Review the health effects of uninformed use of agricultural pesticides, and discuss a set of actions that can be taken to avoid adverse effects, especially for women working in agriculture.  Use the Philippines and rice production as an example.

Are the developing countries on the verge of a “health transition” for women brought about by changing age profiles, changing occupations, and changing hazards?  If and when they do enter this phase, what would be its likely elements, characteristics and implications?

Review the “barefoot doctors” campaign in the People’s Republic of China from the points of view of women in the medical profession at various levels, and women’s health in the rural areas of the country.

Write an essay on the practice of female genital mutilation, outline the scope of the practice in the modern world, describe what actions have been taken to combat it - by governments, non-governmental organizations, and international agencies - and make critical judgments about the measures most likely to succeed.

Education Topics:

How did Sri Lanka, at relatively low levels of income, reach relatively high levels of literacy and primary education for girls?  Write an essay on the main factors that led to this state of affairs, and comment on the benefits of these good educational indicators for development.

What are the main connections between women’s education, and outcomes for themselves and their children in areas of general health, women’s fertility, infant and maternal mortality, improved nutrition for girls, and adoption of new technologies in household and agricultural work?  Give evidence from selected developing countries to support your account.

Does everyone have a right to free education?  Discuss the pros and cons of this point of view, with respect to girls in poor countries with low levels of material well-being.  Give evidence from specific countries.

Review the impact on women in Latin America of the ideas of Brazilian educationalist Paulo Freire (1921 - 1997), as expressed in his book Pedagogy of the Oppressed, and in his development and practice of what he called conscientization, raising consciousness of people about the realities of their lives in ways that help them to change those realities.

Economic topics:

Investigate how the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh has managed to make small loans to millions of women who were unable to provide land as collateral for loans as traditionally required by banks.  Describe some of the main uses to which women have put these loans, and review the outcomes in terms of the well-being of themselves and their daughters. 

Analyze the implications for women in the developing countries of items on the agenda of the Doha Round of international trade negotiations currently under way.

Write an essay on the roles of women in textile production in South East Asia, and how these roles have changes as the textile industry has moved from country to country with globalization.

