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Chapter 1: Why Gender History.
(Secondary literature review)

Sonya O. Rose’s opening chapter, “Why Gender History?”, serves two main roles: it justifies why historians must treat gender as more than descriptive, and it provides a brief methodological agenda. Rose argues that gender organises social life by providing varying meanings and practices that shape labour such as citizenship, family, and politics. Using gender as an analytical lens reveals power dynamics often missed by “women’s history” recovery projects (Rose, 2010, ch. 1). For students of international development and politics, this reframes development and policy as gendered, not simply technical, processes (Rose, 2010, ch. 1).
At the heart of Rose’s chapter is a set of interlocking arguments. First, gender is relational and constructed. Masculinities and femininities are co-produced and historically contingent rather than fixed essences. Second, gender operates both discursively and materially. Normative imaginaries which are ideas about honour, citizenship, and sexual propriety that shape institutions and are reproduced through everyday practices, administrative routines, and policy frameworks (Rose, 2010, ch. 1). Third, gender intersects with class and race, thus, analytic attention to gender must be intersectional rather than siloed (Rose, 2010, ch. 1). These claims are framed not as speculative theory but as practical tools for historians and development analysts who wish to read political documents, state institutions, and international projects in ways that expose their gendered assumptions and consequences.
Rose’s intellectual background shapes her arguments. She is a historian of modern Britain, interested in empire and political culture. Rose blends cultural history with political and institutional analysis. She moves between discussions of how gender is represented in discourse and how institutions create gendered subjects. This approach suits international development scholarship well. It highlights how governance rely on gendered logic and how this affects outcomes and resources (Rose, 2010, ch. 1).
The chapter’s theoretical stance is allied to, but distinct from, other classic interventions in gender theory. Rose builds on Joan Scott’s influential claim that gender is “a useful category of historical analysis,” but she emphasises the governmental and institutional dimensions of gendered meaning (Scott, 1986). Rose’s account also implicitly draws on Foucauldian ideas about power as diffuse and productive. Power that operates through norms and disciplines rather than solely through overt coercion, while remaining attentive to the material relations that historians of labour and empire have demonstrated (Foucault, 1978). By adopting a cultural-political approach, Rose positions gender analysis as a method for reading the political and administrative traces of power, rather than reducing gender to either pure discourse or simple socio-economic causality.
Rose uses a synthetic method in “Why Gender History?” She does not offer new archival discoveries but uses secondary literature and key examples to show how gendered analysis reveals new aspects of politics (Rose, 2010, ch. 1). This approach strengthens her work. Synthesis helps her blend cultural and institutional evidence, modelling how to connect policy, rhetoric, and ground-level practice. For students bridging theory and policy, this pluralism is especially useful.
The chapter’s brief method brings some limits. As an introduction, it rarely analyses primary sources in depth. Readers must trust Rose’s points based on cited examples, not on sustained archival work. The cases focus on British and imperial contexts, which may not satisfy readers seeking broader global evidence. Some debates, for instance those between biological and social-constructionist views or about queer theory’s impact, are mentioned but not fully explored. These limits do not undo the chapter’s main claims but mean Rose points more to future research than she resolves debates.
Compared with other literature, Rose’s opening chapter offers a balanced, institutionally informed corrective to both early women's history recovery projects and purely cultural or textualist turns. It aligns with the shift from recovery to relational analysis that has characterised feminist historiography and complements masculinity studies (for example, Connell’s work on multiple masculinities) by insisting that gender must be read relationally across institutions and empires (Connell & W., 1995). Its principal contribution for international development and political analysis is practical. Rose supplies conceptual tools that are gender as an organising principle, the notion of gendered institutions, and an intersectional frame, that enable scholars and practitioners to interrogate policy design, implementation, and impact in ways that surface implicit normative commitments and distributional effects.
Undergraduate students in international development and political science are Rose’s main audience, I think. Her clear concepts and focus on institutions make this chapter an excellent guide for policy analysis and evaluations that must address gender. For these students, including myself, Rose provides both key terms and a method. We can use her approach to analyse policies, question administrative practices, and place gender within broader power structures.
In summary, “Why Gender History?” achieves its central aims. It persuasively explains why gender matters, provides a coherent analytical framework, and points toward research strategies that combine discourse and institutional evidence (Rose, 2010, ch. 1). Its main shortcomings, limited empirical depth in the chapter itself and a comparative tilt toward British and imperial examples, are compensated by later clarity. For academic students embarking on research in international development and political science, the chapter is an essential starting point that, I think, it should be paired with region-specific case studies and theoretical works, which basically this class is for (Scott, Connell, Foucauldian and postcolonial feminist texts) to build a robust, empirically grounded research programme.
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