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ABSTRACT
This article reports on the development of feminist geog-
raphy in the Netherlands in the past forty years. In
response to critical feminist students, feminist geography
originally developed in a strategy of separation with the
appointment of university lecturers specialized in ‘women’s
studies’, the introduction of elective courses and research
projects, and the creation of national networks. Gender is
currently more and more integrated in core geography
teaching and mainstream geographical research and separ-
ate networks are dissolved. Although feminist geographers
in the Netherlands are successful in teaching, publishing
and acquisition of research funding, gender issues and per-
spectives are still not firmly rooted in geography curricula
and research programs. Integration is highly dependent on
the feminist commitment of individual lecturers and
researchers and gender perspectives are at risk of marginal-
isation or disappearance. Feminist geographers in the
Netherlands must still be vigilant to preserve the achieve-
ments of forty years of Dutch feminist geography.
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Introduction

In their seminal article ‘On not excluding half of the human in human geog-
raphy’, Janice Monk and Susan Hanson (1982) outline two different strategies
to incorporate feminist perspectives into the discipline of geography: a strategy
in which feminist geography develops as a specialization with separate feminist
geography elective courses and research programs, and a strategy in which
feminist perspectives are integrated in core geography teaching and main-
stream geographical research. They argue that the first – separation – strategy
is ‘necessary but not sufficient’. They favour the second – integration – strategy.
‘Only in this way, we believe, can geography realize the promise of the
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profound social change that would be wrought by eliminating sexism’ (Monk
and Hanson 1982, 11).

Seven years later, Linda Peake initiated a collection of articles about feminist
geography in 21 countries across the world, published in a special section of
the Journal of Geography in Higher Education. In her contribution to this section,
Lia Karsten (1989) reports on the developing feminist geography in the
Netherlands. The Netherlands was an early adapter of feminist geography.
Similar to the origin of feminist geography in other countries, critical feminist
students organized in the late 1970s informal reading groups and struggled for
the incorporation of feminist geography in the teaching programs. This resulted
in the appointment of university lecturers with the specific task of teaching
elective courses and developing research programs on feminist geography, or
‘women’s studies in geography’ as it was called at that time, in Amsterdam and
Nijmegen in the early 1980s and somewhat later at Utrecht University.

Karsten’s report demonstrates an emerging feminist geography with highly
valued courses, an increasing number of master theses and a growing
research program in collaboration with the professional field in spatial plan-
ning and housing. Feminist geography at that time was founded in the
emerging timegeography approach and focused on daily activities, housing
and mobility issues, in particular of mothers who combined paid and unpaid
work. Research projects and seminars were organized in collaboration with
planners and architects from national, provincial and municipal organisations
(Ottens et al. 1995). Specific national ‘women’s studies’ networks were created
within the Royal Dutch Geographical Society (KNAG) and the Netherlands
Institute for Spatial Planning and Housing (NIROV). A strong policy orientation
in feminist geography was in line with the policy-oriented tradition in Dutch
geography in general (Van Hoven et al. 2010).

What is the situation 30 years later? Is feminist geography mainstreamed
or is it still the work of critical geographers in marginalized positions or has
it even disappeared? Is there still a strategy of separation or are gender
issues and perspectives integrated in mainstream geography?

Teaching gender and geography

The four geography departments in the Netherlands with full human geog-
raphy bachelor and master programs had separate feminist geography elect-
ive courses in the past. The University of Amsterdam, Radboud University in
Nijmegen and Utrecht University started with ‘women’s studies in geography’
in the 1980s in response to students demands. Several female and a few
male students deplored the lack of gender perspectives in the geography
curriculum and the new gender course was the first opportunity to become
familiar with critical approaches in geography. The University of Amsterdam
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was the only place where a gender and geography course existed without
interruption between 1983 and 2000. From 1990 to 1998 the course was an
international intensive course funded by the ERASMUS program of the
European Union, in a network of European universities, in which staff and
students of the University of Amsterdam, National Technical University of
Athens, Autonomous University of Barcelona, Durham University, Newcastle
University and Roskilde University participated.

The University of Groningen rejuvenated the feminist geography teaching
initiative with a Gender, Culture and Space course in 2004, in 2006–2008
taught as a joint course of the Universities of Groningen and Amsterdam.
Decreasing numbers of students and curriculum reorganizations resulted in
the dissolution of the gender and geography courses and no such courses
have been taught in the Netherlands after 2008 (Van Hoven et al. 2010).
Budget cuts in higher education resulted in new curricula with less elective
courses. Students opt for courses that prepares them for a highly competi-
tive labour market, in the field of economics and GIS rather than gender.
This does not mean that gender perspectives disappeared from the geog-
raphy curriculum. Several students write bachelor and master theses on gen-
der topics. Thirty years ago writing a feminist geography thesis was making
a statement by someone belonging to a marginalized group. Nowadays gen-
der themes are normalized and theses on gender topics are accepted by
mainstream geographers, although more in interdisciplinary programs than
in monodisciplinary geography programs. Theses on gender are written by
female as well as male students and both heterosexual and homosexual stu-
dents write theses on LGBT topics. Migration, livelihoods, sexuality, LGBT and
environmental issues are the main themes in the list of master theses
on gender.

Gender perspectives are nowadays integrated in core courses of the geog-
raphy curriculum, for example in the core courses Theory and History of
Human Geography at Utrecht University, Introduction to Human Geography
at University of Amsterdam and Qualitative Research Methods at University
of Groningen, and in broader diversity related courses such as the
Multiculturalism, Diversity and Space course at Radboud University
Nijmegen. Furthermore, Amsterdam, Groningen, Nijmegen and Utrecht have
specialized broad social sciences and humanities based schools for Gender
Studies. Spatial perspectives are part of the teaching programs of these
schools. Gender perspectives, however, form no more than a small part of
the core content of human geography teaching and the incorporation of
gender perspectives is dependent on the initiative of a few individual lec-
turers. In the – former – separation strategy, a few students learned a lot
about feminist geography, in the - current – integration strategy all geog-
raphy students learn a little bit.
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Gender and geography in research

As reported by Karsten (1989), feminist geography research in the
Netherlands originated about 40 years ago with policy oriented research proj-
ects of a few geographers specialized in ‘women’s studies’. Nowadays many
Dutch geographers incorporate gender issues and perspectives into their
research as part of a broader profile. In 2014–2017 a total of 68 articles,
books, book chapters and reports on gender issues are published by geogra-
phers based at one of the universities in the Netherlands (about one percent
of the total research output), written by more than 100 geographers (includ-
ing non-Dutch co-authors). The list of publications includes all publications
with gender, feminism, women, men, girls, boys, mothers, fathers, femininity,
masculinity, LGBT or sexuality in the title or published in specific gender
journals, as reported in October 2017 under publications or research output
at the websites of the Dutch universities or mentioned by human geography
colleagues from University of Groningen, Radboud University Nijmegen and
Utrecht University (see acknowledgements). Some articles appeared in spe-
cific journals on gender, such as Gender, Place & Culture or book series such
as Routledge Series Studies in Gender and Development. The majority of the
publications is published in mainstream social science journals such as
Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies or high impact geographical journals
like Geoforum.

Only a few of these authors refer explicitly to gender in their research pro-
file: Irene Dankelman (specialized in gender issues of environmental change),
Nicky Pouw (specialized in gender and economics) and Roos Pijpers
(awarded with a grant of the National Organisation for Scientific Research for
a project on migrant and LGBT elderly). Other authors publish now and then
on gender issues as part of a non-gendered research profile in the field of
migration, gentrification, rural development, family life, children’s geogra-
phies, youth, ageing, land reform, nightlife, health or delinquency. They deal
with gender as one of the many other dimensions of inequality such as race,
ethnicity, class, sexuality, age and ability. An integration strategy seems to
be more successful than a strategy of separation due to a strong competi-
tion for research funding and publications in scientific journals.

The themes in the 68 publications still reflect major issues in policy and
public debates in the Netherlands: migration, health and demography
(youth, ageing), work and income, and sexuality and LGBT. Researchers from
Utrecht University published qualitative studies on gender and migration
and quantitative studies on gender and health. Work, income and livelihoods
(qualitative and quantitative) are the main themes in the publications on
gender at the University of Amsterdam. Researchers from University of
Groningen published qualitative and quantitative studies on gender and
migration and demography (youth, ageing, pregnancies and mortality).
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Qualitative studies on gender and migration and on sexuality and LGBT are
the main themes at Radboud University Nijmegen.

In many cases gender perspectives are integrated in studies that are not
focusing on gender, written by authors without a specific gender profile. For
example, in a study of the University of Amsterdam on everyday hygiene
practices in Lilongwe, Malawi, the authors conclude: ‘That hygiene needs,
practices and responsibilities are highly gendered, is widely acknowledged.
This study foregrounds the decisive importance of women in shaping what
is valued, practiced and prioritized in creating daily hygiene practices (Rusca
et al. 2017, 548). In another example, a study of Utrecht University on night
time surveillance, the authors conclude: ‘Our analysis shows that differences
along the lines of both gender and ethnicity in CCTV awareness and evalua-
tions of CCTV in the context of perceived safety are generally small in
Utrecht and Rotterdam. This certainly does not invalidate more general
claims that the relations between CCTV surveillance and safety, fear and vio-
lence in public space are differentiated in terms of gender and ethnicity, but
might reflect the fact that, at the specific times of night and in the particular
places where our short on-site interviews have been conducted, levels of
perceived safety tended to be high irrespective of gender and ethnicity’
(Brands, Schwanen and Van Aalst 2016, 36/7).

Conclusion: from separation to integration

Forty years ago feminist geography was introduced in the Netherlands in a
strategy of separation with the appointment of university lecturers special-
ized in feminist geography, the introduction of elective courses and research
projects and the creation of national networks. In the past forty years gender
issues and perspectives are more and more integrated in mainstream geog-
raphy. Separate feminist geography networks are dissolved. Feminist per-
spectives are nowadays part of core course and handbook content in
undergraduate teaching so that all students learn at least a little bit of fem-
inist geography. Students are free and feel free to write theses about gender
issues. Many researchers, junior as well as senior tenured staff, integrate gen-
der perspectives into their work. It seems to be fashionable or acceptable in
mainstream geography to refer to gender as one of the many dimensions of
social inequality. Mieke Verloo, however, argues that this ‘assumes an
unquestioned similarity of inequalities, to fail to address the structural level
and to fuel political competition between inequalities’ (Verloo 2006, 211),
resulting in marginalisation of gender.

Gender issues and perspectives are not a structural part of curricula and
research programs. Integration is highly dependent on the feminist commit-
ment of individual lecturers and researchers. The danger is lurking that
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gender perspectives disappear from the teaching and research programs.
Two years ago, Ilse Van Liempt initiated a new informal reading group on
‘gender and geography’ of staff and students at Utrecht University in
response to a perceived lack of gender issues and perspectives in the teach-
ing and research programs. Feminist geographers in the Netherlands must
still be vigilant to preserve the achievements of forty years of Dutch femin-
ist geography.
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