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Description

Introductory description

Taboo topics and their associated silences and absences are legion in our everyday lives, public 
and political discourses, academic and policy endeavours. Taboos can: block discussion of 
underlying logics (e.g. food taboos); prevent disclosure of experiences by those most impacted; 
stifle exploration and innovation. All, in different ways, distort our evidence bases in ways that may 
pose major obstacles to global sustainable development and the pursuit of community, 
engagement and belonging. In the fields of Conflict-Related Sexual Violence, Childhood Sexual 
Abuse, Trafficking in Persons, State Crimes, for example, multiple taboos result in lack of 
disclosure and correspondingly incomplete evidence. This hinders effective policy and practice, 
whether in terms of response and prevention, or going further in pursuit of true accountability.

Despite important theoretical work from anthropologists and others, there has been insufficient 
attention to how to identify taboos and how to get beyond them in research terms. This module, 
which explores disclosure-related complexities, obstacles and opportunities thus speaks to cross-
disciplinary challenges. Across diverse social and cultural contexts involving academics, 
practitioners and survivors, it maps key conceptual, practical, ethical and evidentiary issues to be 
understood and engaged with by researchers, policy makers and practitioners seeking to tackle 
some of the most intractable challenges of our time.



The module will actively seek to avoid gratuitous use of shock value materials, but many taboo 
topics - and seeking to challenge taboos - are associated with the possibility of triggering 
emotions. This module may touch on issues that are difficult for some participants to discuss, and 
this will require of all participants a willingness to work reflexively in case of such reactions.

Module aims

The module aims to empower students to identify unspoken subtexts within multiple GSD and 
Community Engagement & Belonging challenges. Although we do teach a range of research tools, 
as well as metrics for what constitutes ‘good research’, this module will promote students’ capacity 
to look critically at any existing data, both quantitative and qualitative, while also developing a 
deep and textured awareness of how to develop interdisciplinary modes of research and analysis 
that allow taboos to be broken in an ethical fashion.

Outline syllabus

This is an indicative module outline only to give an indication of the sort of topics that may be 
covered. Actual sessions held may differ.

The module will address three broad themes, within which a number of indicative topics are 
outlined: 
Theme 1: Defining taboos

Defining 'taboos': What are the different disciplinary usages made of notions of ‘taboo’? do 
we mean by ‘taboo’? Whose taboos matter? What purpose do they serve?

•

Taboos, Power & Sustainability: What are the relationships between power 
structures/dynamics, the persistence of taboos, and our failure to resolve particular global 
challenges?

•

Taboos, Identity & Belonging: Taboos can help generate and maintain a given status quo 
and thus a sense of identity and belonging; what happens when they are broken?

•

Theme 2: Taboos & Knowledge

Taboos & Epistemology: To what extent does an acknowledgement of taboos force a 
reconsideration of what we think we know?

•

Taboos & Data Quality: what questions might we ask of existing data in light of greater 
awareness of the power and omnipresence of taboos?

•

Identifying Taboos: What approaches can be taken to the identification and delineation of 
taboo topics?

•

To what extent do academic disciplines create taboos?•

Theme 3: Working on Taboo Topics

Challenging Taboos: What theories of truth-telling motivate the pursuit of disclosure?•
Strategies for Enabling Disclosure: What comes first? Activism or research or organising? 
What is the role of evidence in deconstructing taboos?

•

Researching Taboos: What particular skills and methods are required for uncovering and 
articulating previously taboo topics?

•



Indicative Case studies include: Conflict-Related Sexual Violence; Trafficking in Persons; State 
Crimes; Child Sexual Abuse; Nepotism & Corruption; Acknowledgement of indigenous populations 
in settler colonies, Black experiences with cancer (see also draft reading list for a range of other 
taboo topics related to both global sustainable development and community, identity and 
belonging).

Learning outcomes

By the end of the module, students should be able to:

Systematically deploy advanced critical thinking skills with regard to gaps, sensing silences, 
identifying absence

•

Interrogate received wisdom and established policy positions through a profound 
understanding of the qualitative limitations of the data underpinning them

•

Recognise, articulate and mitigate own reactions to taboo topics•
Creatively develop, conduct and present ethical research that enables disclosure related to 
taboo topics

•
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Research element

Students will i) identify and delineate a taboo ii) explore how this taboo is likely impacting the ways 
in which data is collected iii) demonstrate the problematic nature of the resultant data or evidence 
base, and iii) trace the likely gaps in policy and practice based on that evidence, as well as the 
impacts of these on sustainability.

Interdisciplinary

This Module will speaks directly to the intention of the MASc in Community, Engagement, and 
Belonging “to help students to critically reflect on where, why, and how to bridge the gap between 
knowledge creation and communities, creating spaces for dialogue and innovation” and to the 
MASc in Global Sustainable Development’s wish to “combine academic learning with practical 
action and applied thinking to tackle problems of GSD”

International

While there are some taboo topics that are global, most are context and culture specific. Even 
those that might be characterised as global will present in context-specific manners. Appreciation 
of how diverse taboos can be across a range of contexts is a critical component of this module.

Subject specific skills

Identification of taboo topics within existing discourses and disciplines, and identification of 
methodologies with which to break down such taboos, both for research and for social change 
purposes.

Transferable skills

The following list utilises the categories of transferable skills developed by the Warwick Award (

https://0-www-jstor-org.pugwash.lib.warwick.ac.uk/stable/25075454
https://0-www-jstor-org.pugwash.lib.warwick.ac.uk/stable/4495418
https://rl.talis.com/3/warwick/lists/14EA3649-EF04-7FE0-D8F0-F3B850E4699B.html?lang=en-GB&login=1


https://warwick.ac.uk/services/skills/warwickaward/coreskills/)

Critical Thinking - identification and contextualisation of taboos, interpreting data in light of 
taboos

•

Ethical Values - awareness of unconscious bias in how approach a range of topics, integrity 
in seeking to break down taboos

•

Self-Awareness - in particular how own reaction to particular taboos may be an obstacle to 
gaining a clear understanding.

•

Information Literacy•
Intercultural Awareness•
Professionalism•

Study

Study time

Type Required

Lectures 8 sessions of 1 hour (4%)

Seminars 9 sessions of 2 hours (9%)

Project supervision 1 session of 1 hour (0%)

Private study 37 hours (18%)

Assessment 136 hours (68%)

Total 200 hours

Private study description

Preparatory reading for lectures and seminars, as well as any preparatory exercises for seminars

Costs

No further costs have been identified for this module.

Assessment

You do not need to pass all assessment components to pass the module.

Assessment group A

Weighting Study time

Moving Image 50% 80 hours

Students will choose a form they find best suited to their interests – e.g. digital storytelling, arts-

https://warwick.ac.uk/services/skills/warwickaward/coreskills/


Weighting Study time

based documentary, talking heads, docudrama. For content, students will i) identify and delineate 
a taboo ii) explore how this taboo is likely impacting the ways in which data is collected iii) 
demonstrate the problematic nature of the resultant data or evidence base, and iii) trace the likely 
gaps in policy and practice based on that evidence, as well as the impacts of these on 
sustainability or on Community-Identity-Belonging

Conference Presentation of Moving 
Image Project

25% 26 hours

There will be a module mini-conference in the first half of Term 3 . Each student will first give a 
presentation about their Moving Image project (10 minutes) followed by screening of the project 
(8 minutes), followed by a peer discussant (5 minutes) and plenary Q & A (7 minutes). Each 
student is assessed both for their presentation and for their role as discussant.

Short Essay 20% 27 hours

In this essay the student will outline the what they have learned from the experience of 
developing their Moving Image project for working with and influencing knowledge economies

Discussant of Moving Image Project 
of a Peer

5% 3 hours

During the mini-conference at which each student will present their project and screen their 
moving image, each student will also act as discussant of the presentation given by a peer from 
the same module.

Feedback on assessment

Students will receive written feedback on all assessments, and will be able to obtain further 
feedback in person from the instructor(s) upon request.

Availability

Courses

This module is Optional for:

Year 1 of TIPA-LA9Y Postgraduate Taught Community, Engagement and Belonging (PGDip)•

This module is Option list A for:

Year 1 of TIPA-LA9Z Postgraduate Taught Community, Engagement and Belonging (MASc)•

This module is Option list B for:

Year 1 of TGDA-L801 Postgraduate Taught Global Sustainable Development•


