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ABSTRACT 

This is a feminist study of some gendered discourses operating in the 

organisational structures, policies, and practices of selected adult literacy 

education sites in some parts of Australia. Adult literacy education has been 

chosen as this study's field of investigation because it is a field in which women 

have historically played leading roles in all areas and at all levels. Since the late 

1980's, however, the field has become increasingly 'masculinised· as changes in 

government policy have involved adult education programs, particularly 

literacy programs, in the discourses of economic rationalism in vocational 

education and training. 

The main questions which the author seeks to answer in this study 

concern what constitutes gendered discourses, how do they operate, and what 

does it mean to be a female subject of gendered discourses in the field of adult 

literacy education. The answers to these questions are sought in a small 

research project, involving eight women working in different areas of adult 

education. The author takes a poststructural feminist position in reading the 

investigation of the problem of gendered discourses, and in basing some 

findings in the knowledges and experiences of the women subjects of the 

research. 

The main findings of the study concern the taken-for-granted 

phallocentric discourses in the structures and practices of the adult litercy 

education sites researched. The author finds an androcentric logic underpinning 

the organisation of these sites which serves to appropriate the knowledges and 

skills of those employed in them to a masculinist schema. The author's reading 

of the research finds, however, that the gendered discourses and the 

subjectivities which they construct for women are mostly resisted by the women 

taking part in the study. The author finds that most of the women construct 

their subjectivities from the standpoint of their own gendered experiences, 

understandings and values. The most significant findings of the research 

concern ways in which the subjects of the research make their own discursive 

meanings by re-working pedagogical theories, challenging discursive 

constructions of policies, and resisting masculinist schemas in ways of working 

and thinking about work. 
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Chapter I 

THE PROBLEM 

Introduction 

This study will investigate the problem of gendered discourses which it claims 

are operating through certain practices in the social organisation of work. The 

problem will be investigated within the theoretical frameworks of 

poststructuralism and feminism, and through a small research study of some 

organisational practices in the field of adult education. The author has chosen 

to locate the study's research in the literacy field of adult education both because 

of her own knowledge and experience of this field, and because certain aspects 

lend themselves to the study of gendered discourses. These are identified as the 

traditional predominance of women as clients, practitioners and managers in 

the literacy field of adult education, and the current changes to this female

dominated sector as it becomes increasingly aligned with the wider male

dominated field of vocational education and training. 

This study constitutes a 'feminist reading' of the problem of gendered 

discourses in organisational practices because the author focuses its 

investigation on a 'feminised' field of employment, and seeks its research 

findings in the accounts of women working in this field. Furthermore, the 

author reads the study's research findings in the light of feminist literature on 

organisational and educational theories and practices reviewed in the thesis. 

The author also constructs a 'feminist reading' of the theoretical notions which 

guide the framing and investigation of the problem of gendered discourses, 

using some notions and arguments of feminist theories within 

poststructuralism. 

This part of the introduction to the thesis offers a brief discussion on the 

poststructural and poststructural feminist notions of 'discourse' and 
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'subjectivity', which shape the author's construction of the problem for 
investigation. The notions of 'discourse' and 'subjectivity' are central to 

poststructural critique and deconstruction of theoretical notions in western 

knowledges systems, such as 'truth' and 'rationality'. Broadly speaking, 

poststructural theories claim that western theories of knowledge construct 

particular behaviours and events as 'real' or universally true, capable of being 

known by a 'universal subject of knowledge', assumed to be gender-neutral, a

historical and a-cultural. The poststructural position taken by the author, as 

theorised by Michel Foucault, is that knowledges are plural and constructed by 

particular 'subjects' whose interests they serve: 

I do believe that there is no sovereign, founding subject, a universal form of subject to be 
found everywhere. I believe, on the contrary, that the subject is constituted through 
practices of subjection, or in a more autonomous way, through practices of liberation. 

(Foucault 1984, pp. 50-51) 

Foucault claims that knowledges are constituted in 'technologies' or practices, 

which he calls 'discourses'. According to Foucault, the power of discourses lies 

in their claims to truth or knowledge, and there is 'no power relation without 

the correlative constitution of a field of knowledge' (1977, p. 27). That is to say, 

the power of subjects lies in their construction of discursive knowledges as 

'real', while it is in fact the discourses which shape the ways in which reality is 

perceived (Foucault 1961, 1972). The poststructural notion of discourses and 

subjectivities taken by the author emphasises the power of discourses to 

'normalise' or 'naturalise' the positions which they create for their subjects. It 

includes the notion of subjects creating themselves in discourses (Foucault 

1984a, 1984b), viewing their behaviours and points of view as 'natural' 

(Foucault 1961, 1972). 

The theoretical positions taken by the author draw heavily on poststructural 

feminist re-workings of Foucault's notions of knowledges, discourses and 

subjectivities. In the author's view, the study's investigations are enriched by 

feminist critiques of poststructural theory, particularly those which identify the 

marginalisation of and invisibility of gender in poststructuralist notions of 

discourse and subjectivity (Braidotti 1990, p. 37). Feminist theories' 

interrogation of the gendered construction of knowledges argue that the 

exclusion of women from the western concept of rationality constructs a 'male 

knowing subject' in 'phallocentric' discourses which conflate male and female 

sexed subjectivities and represents female subjectivities in masculine terms 

(Grosz 1990a, p . 12). 
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The poststructural feminist notion of phallocentric discourses is central to the 

author's position that knowledges constructed from male experiences can 

reproduce masculinist ways of knowing, thereby 'rendering invisible women's 

ways of knowing, being and speaking' (Grosz 1990, p . 60). By absenting 

phallocentrism from this study's investigations, the author hopes to construct 

knowledges from women's standpoints or ways of knowing (Luke & Gore 1992, 

p. 208), and 'resist' those grounded in androcentric constructions of experience. 

In offering a poststructural feminist reading of the problem of gendered 

discourses, the author uses a theory of knowledges which recognises different 

and specific ways of knowing which are grounded in the multiple and different 

gendered experiences of the subjects of knowledge (Flax 1990, p.S6). 

The author's use of feminist theories includes the selection of a 'feminist' 

research design capable of recognising the common standpoint shared by the 

researcher and those researched, rather than the subject-object relationship of 

traditional methodologies. In keeping with a poststructural feminist approach 

to methodology, the author has constructed a problem for investigation which 

is common to her own experiences and those of the participants in the research, 

choosing to interview women who are known to her, and to encourage their 

personal views and subjective accounts of working life. That is to say, eight 

women working in various adult literacy education contexts were asked to 

provide their own accounts of, and reflections on, certain practices in the 

organisations which employ them. A questionnaire (see Appendix), was 

prepared by the author to draw these women's attentions to certain areas of 

their work which, in the author's view, constitute sites for the reproduction of 

gendered discourses. In most cases the women concerned read and discussed 

the questionnaire, took it away for reflection, then spoke their responses in 

private on audio-tape. This process took place over several weeks, giving the 

women time to consider their responses in the light of their everyday work 

experiences. Their accounts of these experiences provide the frame for the 

author's feminist reading of how some gendered discourses operate in adult 

literacy education, and what it means to be the subject of these discourses. 

The author's own interest in the problem of gendered discourses begins with 

the shared difficulties for women in identifying the gendered discourses which 

affect their personal and working lives. The purpose of the author in 



undertaking this study is to seek to answer certain questions based on her own 

experiences in personal and working life. Prior to undertaking the thesis, the 

author's readings of poststructural feminist literature had provided some 

useful positions for understanding gendered discourses in the pedagogical and 

other professional aspects of adult literacy education. In the author's view, 

current changes to the policies and pedagogical practices of adult literacy 

education signal changes in the gendered discourses operating in the field 

which go beyond pedagogy to the management and organisational aspects of the 

field. 

The focus of the author's interest broadened from pedagogical to organisational 

aspects of adult literacy education when national policy initiatives moved her 

from the classroom into the bureaucratic organisations of adult education. As 

mentioned earlier, because of the recent changes in the adult literacy field the 

author's career shift from a feminised work field into more male-dominated 

areas of policy and management represents an experience common to the 

women taking part in the research. In attempting to understand the discursive 

shifts which accompanied the shift in work context, the author became aware of 

the need to theorise the organisational aspects of adult education, particularly 

the discourses operating in the organisation of its work. This thesis represents 

the author's attempt to bring together a number of poststructural theories, 

particularly poststructural feminist theories, to investigate some gendered 

discourses in the organisation of the work involved in adult literacy education. 

The investigation is undertaken through a review of relevant feminist 

literature and through the application of posts tructural feminist theories to a 

small research project. The main questions which the author seeks to answer 

through these investigations concern what constitutes gendered discourses, 

how are they produced, maintained or changed, and what does it mean to be 

positioned within gendered discourses in the everyday practices of work. 

A thesis which attempts to answer these questions requires the assistance of 

theories which can recognise discourses and guide the study through its 

investigation. The author has chosen the theoretical frameworks of 

poststructuralism and feminism because of the richness they offer to an 

investigation of gendered discourses. In the first place, poststructuralism offers 

the author theories on the way discourses operate and subject positions are 

created. A poststructural theoretical framework can also open out the study's 

investigations of discourses in a specific field, adult literacy education, to 
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dominant discourses in the wider context of the social organisation of work. In 

the author's view, a framework of feminist theories assists the investigation of 

the gendered dimensions of discourses and subjectivities, and offers a body of 

poststructural feminist literature which applies feminist theories to the wider 

context of work, as well as the specific context of adult literacy education. 

Poststructural feminist theories also provide the author with a research 

methodology which acknowledges women's specific, different and common 

ways of 'knowing' and thereby contributing to the research. 

Design of the thesis 

Although poststructuralism constitutes the study's theoretical framework, its 

design follows a trad itional thesis pattern in which separate chapters are given 

to theory, literature review, methodology and research findings. The chapters 

into which this study is organised are intended to create and maintain the 

important relationship between its theory and research components. Chapter 

Two which follows, will review a selected body of feminist literature on 

organisational theories and practices, including those of adult education, with 

particular reference to adult literacy education. Chapter Three will explore the 

theoretical notions introduced in this chapter and discussed further in the 

literature review, within the theoretical framework of poststructural feminist 

theories. This exploration will lead into the discussion on feminist 

methodologies in Chapter Four and their relationship with the methodology 

used in this study. A reading of the research in Chapter Five will link findings 

to the theories and the literature reviewed and discussed in these earlier 

chapters. The concluding chapter, Chapter Six, will attempt to summarise and 

re-state the study's problem in the light of its findings. 

Three reasons are offered in support of the author's selection of a traditional 

thesis design. The first concerns the currently under-theorised nature of the 

language and literacy adult education field in relation to poststructural feminist 

theories. In the author's view, any innovative attempt to position a field of 

activity within a theoretical framework requires the systematic and focused 

construction of the framework, as well as careful critical review of relevant 

literature. A traditional thesis pattern can meet these requirements by 

foregrounding the literature review and theoretical exposition, allowing the 

author to make a case for their relevance and value to the new field . The 
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second reason concerns the complexity of thesis' theoretical frameworks, which 

are constituted in the convergences and divergences of poststructuralism and 

feminist theories. A full understanding of both poststructuralism and 

poststructural feminist critiques of poststructuralism, requires lengthy and 

careful exposition of certain poststructural theoretical notions, as well as their 

re-working in poststructural feminist theories. In the author's view, the 

traditional organisation of thesis exposition and argument into clearly 

delineated chapters will assist the clarity and coherence of this task. 

The third reason relates to the extension of theoretical discussions in Chapter 

Four, the methodology chapter. The design of the thesis includes an expanded 

discussion on methodology in order to link the study's theoretical and research 

components, which come together in the author's poststructural feminist 

method of designing and conducting the research. The expanded discussion in 

this chapter serves to establish that the author's poststructural feminist position 

does not imply the use of 'distinctive' methods for gathering evidence (Harding 

1987, 1989) and explains why the author has chosen to use traditional empiricist 

methods for collecting and categorising the study's research data. It is important 

also that the chapter gives attention to the complex theoretical notions on 

which the author's research design is based, such as the placing of the 

researcher' in the same epistemological plane as the researched' (Harding 1987, 

1991). The author's reading of the research also relies heavily on the 

methodology chapter's theoretical exposition of what is meant by a feminist 

schema of knowledges and its recognition of 'different, partial, situated and 

embodied accounts' of women (Haraway 1991, p. 196). 

It needs to be pointed out that the literature review has also been expanded to 

bring together some important aspects of the theory and research components of 

this thesis. In the first place, the literature review serves to broaden the reading 

of the research by applying some poststructural feminist theories to theories of 

the social organisation of work. Secondly, the review of feminist literature on 

gendered discourses in 'mainstream/malestream' theories of knowledge 

(Threadgold 1990b, p. 4) provides a focus for investigation of the gender

discursive construction of the subjects of education in the educational theories 

and policies which shape the practices of adult education (Luke & Gore 1992; 

Yates 1992). Accounts provided by women adult educators in some of the 

literature describe the ways in which gendered discourses operate in the sites of 

adult education where they work (Sanguinetti 1994a,1994b,1994c; Angwin 
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1994a,1994b). By undertaking this aspect of the study's investigation in the 

expanded literature review, the author has been able to focus the research 

component on the discourses operating in the organisational practices of adult 

literacy education. 

The design of the research component has been largely shaped by the author's 

decision to place the investigation of pedagogical practices in the literature 

review, as well as the decision to limit the scope of the research project to data 

provided by a small questionnaire and eight carefully selected research 

participants. Given the limited scope available in a 40-credit point thesis for an 

extensive research project, the author has designed the research component 

around an expanded reading of the research. The author has s tructured the 

reading of the research around certain categories which emerge in the literature 

review as sites for the production and maintenance of gendered discourses in 

the social organisation of work. These categories are work-related knowledges, 

interpersonal skills, skills formation processes, and the notion of work as career. 

ln the author's experience, these categories are significant to the organisation 

and work practices of adult literacy education. Although the thesis' research 

component is limited in scope, in the author's view it is capable of addressing 

the questions posed by the study's problem and of integrating the theoretical 

investigations in its reading of data. It is the author's intention to exemplify 

many of the theoretical positions discussed in Chapters Two and Three and 

Four in Chapter Five's reading of the research. Indeed, it is through the 

research component that the author hopes to demonstrate the usefulness of 

poststructuralism, particularly postststructural feminism, in researching 

women's working lives. 

The final chapter of the thesis provides a brief discussion of the study's problem 

in the light of the author's reading of the research. This discussion attempts to 

link some findings with the aims of the thesis in investigating what constitutes 

gender discourses, how they are produced, maintained and changed, and what it 

means to be a subject of these discourses. The discussion, however, does not 

attempt to make any concluding statements or recommendations in regard to its 

investigation of the problem. To begin with, the scope of any 'conclusions' 

which this minor thesis might wish to make is necessarily constrained by the 

smallness of its research project and the limitations imposed by the length of 

the study. The poststructural approach taken by the author has implications 

also for any claims to generalisability in relation to the study's findings. 
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Poststructural readings of the research as constructions of specific experiences, 

marked by differences specific to the organisational sites and structures 

researched, serves to disrupt traditional notions of thesis 'findings' and 

'conclusions'. The concluding discussion in this study will focus, therefore, on 

some of the understandings of gendered discourses made by the author's 

reading of the research within the thesis' theoretical frameworks, guided by the 

literature of poststructural feminism. In so doing, the author hopes it may 

construct some meanings of relevance to other poststructural feminist studies 

in this area, or to those interested in the work of adult literacy educators. 

Field of investigation 

From the poststructural feminist positions outlined above the author plans to 

investigate and open out for discussion, the work experiences of a particular 

group of women, as subjects of gendered discourses in adult education. The 

author's investigation begins in the literacy field of community and vocational 

adult education provision in Australia, which is situated in various 

organisational sites of academic institutions, bureaucracies, technical and 

further education (TAFE) institutions, vocational education and training (VET) 

institutions, and the community settings of adult community education (ACE). 

The situating of adult literacy education across and within the systems of adult 

community and vocational education has implications for the scope of the 

study's investigations and for the literature which it draws on to illuminate the 

findings of the research. 

As stated earlier, the relevance of the adult literacy sector to a study of gendered 

discourses lies in the fact that women historically have played key roles at many 

levels, as clients, practitioners, academics, program managers and 

administrators (National Policy: Adult Community Education 1993, p. 5). Their 

key role, however, is not reflected in the hierarachical structures and decision

making practices of the adult education systems, particularly the TAFE systems 

(which) have their roots in the training of male apprentices for male dominated 

trades' (Robinson1994, p. 5). A 1990 survey of management positions in the 

Technical and Further Education system of adult education indicated that only 

20% of these positions were occupied by the 51% of women working in the 

system (National Plan of Action for Women in TAFE 1991, p. 26). 
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The under-representation of women in senior levels of vocational adult 

education organisations signals the relevance of investigating the gendered 

nature of discourses operating in vocational systems of adult education. The 

predominance of women in the community programs of T AFE institutions, as 

well as the community adult education system suggests a problematic 

relationship between these two systems, characterised by contradictions between 

their dominant discourses. Much of the literature reviewed in Chapter Two is 

given to discussion of the difficulties for female practitioners in moving 

between the organisational cultures and discourses of the community system 

into the vocational system. It is argued that dominant discourses which 

privilege the public, both as a domain for learning and working, affect learners' 

values of what is taught in vocational and community settings. Luttrell's (1992) 

survey of women learners, for example, finds that they devalue skills where the 

learning has taken place in personal and relational contexts rather than in 

collective public learning processes (1992, p. 82). 

Discourses around the gendered construction of knowledges and skills are 

explored in the author's reading of the research. The accounts of women 

working in the administrative, research and program management aspects of 

adult literacy education suggest there are certain contradictions between 

organisational and personal discourses on work-related knowledges and skills. 

The author reads the contradictions as related to the privileging of public over 

private processes in which the development of these knowledges and skills take 

place. As discussed in the literature review, gendered discourses around the 

dichotimised 'public/private' associate women with the less privileged private 

processes of skills and knowledge development. The discussion which follows 

will consider the implications of knowledge/skills gendered discourses and the 

dominant discourse privileging the public domain, in relation to the feminised 

work field of adult literacy education, and its traditional focus on 

private/community learning. 

The predominance of women in the management and practice of adult literacy 

education can be partly accounted for by their traditional deployment in the 

early childhood education field, which is perceived as making them 'natural' 

teachers of adult literacy (Angwin 1994, p. 1). A further factor concerns the part

time and contractual nature of adult literacy programs which more readily 

accommodates those in traditional caregiver roles, such as women teachers 

whose careers are interrupted or circumscribed by family responsibilities. Apart 
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from the fact that there is a notable lack of reliable data (National Board of 

Employment, Education and Training 1993. p. 12), detailed discussion and 

analysis of the female employment patterns in adult education is outside the 

scope of this study. Nevertheless this study will base its claim that women 

predominate in the field of adult education on authoritative s tatements in 

documents of public policy which refer to 'the high proportion of women as 

students, teachers, administrators and members of committees of community 

managed providers' (National Policy: Adult Community Education 1993, p . 5). 

Dominant discourses 

Although closely associated with the community education system, adul t 

literacy education is also situated in the community programs of the vocational 

education and training system where much of the focus of general education 

courses is on personal development rather than vocational skills development. 

The current relationship between community and vocational education, 

however, is problematic because of perceived differences in 'the client interests 

which these two sectors serve' (Come in Cinderella: The Emergence of Adult 

and Community Education 1991, pp. 21-75). Much of the literature review in 

Chapter Two is given to discussion of the problematic relationship between 

adult literacy and vocational courses in the current 'convergence and 

divergence' of the dominant discourses which shape their activities 

(Sanguinetti 1994a,b,c, Angwin 1994a,b, Bowen 1994a,b). 

The relationship between adult literacy programs and vocational programs can 

be seen as equally problematic, because of adult literacy's close association with 

the general educational goals of community programs. As a result, adult 

literacy provision has become involved in the wider debate on the relationship 

between general and vocational education in the policies of the National 

Vocation Education and Training System under the Training Reform Agenda 

(Thomas 1994, pp. 57-60; Sussex 1994, pp. 1-5). The Training Reform Agenda is 

an umbrella term for recent changes to the structures and practices of vocational 

education and training to make it 'more responsive to the needs of industry', 

thereby 'enhancing Australia's competitiveness in a global market economy' 

(Dawkins 1988). The implications of the Training Reform Agenda for both 

vocational and general education are far-reaching and beyond the scope of this 

study. There are, however, three implications which are of interest to the study 
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because they suggest that women working in the field of adult literacy within 

the vocational education system are positioned 'on the margins' of the Training 

Reform Agenda (Bowen 1994c, p . 15). 

The first concerns the marginalisation of community education goals within 

public education and training, where it is perceived as 'irrelevant' to the 

vocational and training effort (Kelly & Goldsworthy 1993. p . 9). This study will 

link this perceived irrelevance to the notion that activities of the public 

domain, such as employment-related training, are privileged over activities of 

the private domain which are exemplifed by the learner-focused programs of 

community education, including adult literacy (National Board of Employment, 

Education and Training 1993. p. 14). 

Some of the literature reviewed in Chapter Two links the the privileging of the 

public domain with the privileging of vocational education and training in 

current policies of the Training Reform Agenda (Burton & Brown 1993). Other 

literature provides accounts by women educators of the effects of these policies 

on a 'feminist-informed pedagogy' (Sanguinetti 1994a, p.S) which characterises 

many women's language and literacy courses in informal contexts, such as 

Neighbourhood Houses (Bowen 1994a; McCann 1994). 

The second implication concerns the recent devaluation of the knowledges and 

skills taught in general and community education programs: 

There is a prevailing view within the public policy debate about education that 
general adult education doesn't count. Labels like 'macrame for married ladies', 

'underwater basket weaving' and the ubiquitous 'Mickey Mouse' have stuck and have 
served to ensure a sneer on the faces of true 'vocationalists'. 

(Sussex 1994, p. 4) 

The perceived lack of academic rigour in general and community education 

serves to undermine its value to formal accredited education and training. 

Adult literacy education, for example is viewed by many 'vocationalists' as 'not 

worth considering beyond its immediate field' (Accreditation Structures and 

Issues for Adult Literacy and ESL, 1993, p. 9) because it takes place in community 

settings and is characterised by informal, non-accredited programs with general 

education and personal development goals (Barnett & Wilson 1994). The lack 

of recognition given to non-award adult education affects its predominantly 

female client group in many ways: 
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Adult education is greatly valued by the women who participate in it, and we 
encountered amongst them a strong sense of grievance at its low status, at the 

imposition of fees ... at the slight financial contribution of governments compared to 
Oohnson & Hinton, in Barnett & Wilson 1994, p. 3) 

The fact that women comprise the dominant client-learner groups for these 

programs adds the dimension of gender to the marginalised and devalued 

perceptions of this field. 

The third gender implication of the Training Reform Agenda relates to the 

knowledges and skills of the predominantly female body of adult literacy 

practitioners in the fields of adult general and community education. This 

study relates the perceived lack of quality and relevance of their work to the 

devaluation of the knowledges and skills involved in servicing the community 

education sector. The 'inadequate documentation of their knowledges and 

skills, and their differential access to career development and promotion' 

(National Board of Employment, Education and Training 1993, p. 2) will be 

linked in later discussions to the gendered discourses which shape the values 

given to the knowledges and skills of women working in adult literacy and 

community education ( Butler & Brown 1993; Jackson 1993). 

There is evidence that many women adult literacy educators who are currently 

servicing the vocational education and training system are differentially 

rewarded in terms of salary and promotion, compared to their colleagues in the 

vocational area of provision: 

Teachers teaching in DEET programs are usually employed on twenty-week sessional 
contracts with no security or certainty of employment beyond the life of the current 

course they are teaching: there is still no award wage, no sick pay, and little sense of 
professional cohesion or of having a career. The competitive training market 

continues to drive downward on teachers' terms and conditions. We are about 90% 
women, still seen within a tradition of community service and voluntarism ('women's 

work') that belonged to an earlier period of adult literacy provision. 
(Sanguinetti 1994c, p. 24) 

Recent policy initiatives such as the Australian Language and Literacy Policy 

(1991) have sought to bring adult literacy provision into closer alignment with 

the interests of male-dominated industries which are said to be driving the 

Training Reform Agenda (Gilding 1994; Butler & Brown 1993). This alignment 

has raised certain concerns which are of interest to this study. One concern is 

that the alignment with national policy initiatives of the Training Reform 
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Agenda has brought 'a loss of control by the profession over issues of 

educational management and over the discourses through which our work is 

described and organised' (Sanguinetti 1994c, p. 23). Some feminists in adult 

education argue that the policies of the Training Reform Agenda are 'male 

authored' Uackson 1993, p. 7) and do not reflect the interests of the 

predominantly female adult literacy education client group. There are concerns 

that the 'male-dominated' industries which have influenced the Training 

Reform Agenda are driving the development of adult literacy and gender 

education curricula away from the client focus which characterises these fields 

(Accreditation Structures and Issues for Adult Literacy and ESL 1993, pp. 12-14): 

Women in the post-compulsory sector of education are finding their work is being 
continually redefined by those outside whose agendas barely represent the field of 

education. The field has been redefined as deficient, as lacking, in order for a 
centralised bureaucracy to take charge. 

(Angwin 1994b, p. 39) 

The implications for adult literacy education of the 'masculinist discourses' of 

economic rationalism underpinning the National Training Reform Agenda are 

of significance to the study, and the views of authors outlined above are 

expanded on in the review of the literature in Chapter Two. Of particular 

interest to the discussion in this chapter, however, are some implications 

concerning gender discursive practices in the organisation of this. 

predominantly female field of employment. There is evidence that the new 

positioning of adult literacy education in the 'essentially masculine' (Gilding 

1994, p. 31) vocational training system, has led to increasing male involvement. 

It is thought that the increased funding which followed International Literacy 

Year in 1990 and the Australian Language and Literacy Policy in 1991, has raised 

the profile and status of the field. It is claimed the enhanced position of adult 

literacy in the public discourses of education has created 'an area for male career 

expansion' for academics, program managers and practitioners, particularly in 

the well-funded vocational and workplace contexts (Gilding 1994, p. 34). In the 

author's view, claims regarding gender-discursive practices in adult literacy 

employment need to be investigated in the wider context of the social and 

cultural organisation of work in contemporary western culture. 
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Problem of gendered discourses 

In the author's view, the background to this study's problem can be said to 

include most fields of employment where women's engagement in 

organisational cultures and hierarchical structures reproduces the discursive 

practices of 'gendered power differentials' (Ferguson 1984, in Jackson 1991, p. 25) 

and 'gender-linked job ceilings' (Mickelson 1992, p. 152). The following brief 

discussion on the background to the problem of gendered discourses in the field 

of adult literacy education attempts, therefore, to take into consideration some 

of the wider aspects of the social construction of work. The discussion includes 

the contributions of some poststructural feminist literature in designing the 

categories for reading gendered discourses in the study's research of adult 

literacy education. 

Some of the literature reviewed by the author describes poststructural feminist 

positions on contemporary organisational culture which can be applied to the 

adult education context. It is argued, for example, that gendered structuring is 

embedded in the design of working life as an organising device for everyday 

practice and as a 'subtext for arrangements of subordination' in organisational 

theory Uackson 1991, p. 25). The author takes up this poststructural feminist 

position in regard to gender as an organisational device for differentiating 

relationships of power through structures which reproduce different values for 

men and women's work (Game & Pringle 1983, in Jackson 1991, p. 25). 

The author brings to her understanding of gendered discourses the notion that 

discourses are never neutral, but use the resources available to them in social 

structures and practices to serve the interests of other dominant discourses. The 

author argues that the vested interests served by gendered discourses in the 

organisations of work reproduce the gendered discourses operating in the wider 

context of social, cultural and political relationships. An important notion 

developed through the literature review and in the reading of the research, is 

that these interests are masked by the representation of gendered discourses in 

organisational practices as gender-neutral. 

One of the positions taken by the author is the way the 'gendered sub-text' of 

organisations is masked by supposedly gender-neutral work descriptions and job 

criteria, which serve to normalise 'masculinist schemas' of the knowledges and 
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skills required for work. Another position taken from the literature concerns 

the interests served in devaluing the knowledges and skills which women bring 

to their work. In some of the literature it is claimed that organisational 

definitions of knowledges and skills serve a 'masculinist schema of technology 

and rationalism' which fails to recognise women's holistic ways of knowing 

and working (Butler & Brown 1993, p. 22). A position taken by the author in 

reading the research is that many women deploy complex linguistic skills in the 

interpersonal contexts of work which are invisible in skills audits and 

marginalised in job descriptions Gackson 1991; Poynton & Lazenby 1992). The 

marginalisation of interpersonal skills is read by the author as a gender

discursive practice which devalues women's ways of working. 

From the literature reviewed, the author takes the position that the privileging 

of the public domain in the social construction of work, creates differential 

values for men and women's work, and normalises men as the subjects of work 

as career (Acker 1990, p . 150). 

The notion of a job is thus implicitly a gendered notion which already contains the 
gender-based division of labor and the separation between the public and the private 
sphere. It is an example of what Dorothy Smith has called the 'gender subtext of the 

rational and impersonal'. 
(Smith 1988, p. 4 , in Acker 1990, p. 50) 

The author hopes to open out the thesis' investigation of the problem of 

gendered discourses in the organisation of adult literacy education to the wider 

context of work organisational cultures through the study's research 

component. From some of Chapter Two's discussion, briefly outlined above, 

the author has selected certain aspects of the social organisation of work as 

'categories' for the study's research design. These categories are the work

related knowledges and skills, skills formation processes and the notion of work 

as a career. That is to say, the author is interested in reading the dominant 

discourses around the knowledges and skills involved in women's jobs in adult 

literacy education organisations, how they are developed and deployed through 

organisational structures and practices, and how they are recognised and valued 

by the organisations concerned. By taking these categories from feminist 

literature on the social organisation of work, the author hopes to link discourses 

in the organisation of work in adult education with the wider context of gender

discursive practices in contemporary organisational cultures. 
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The author has chosen research participants whose work in this field involves 

them in the dominant discourses of contemporary organisational cultures, 

rather than the discourses of pedagogical practices. The eight women taking 

part in the research work in different literacy-related contexts of employment 

and in different organisational sites across and within the systems of higher 

education, adult community and vocational education and training. The 

author's interest in the organisational aspects of adult literacy education also 

requires the study's research to reach beyond adult literacy practitioners and 

include women working as academics, bureaucrats, program managers and 

teachers in literacy-related areas of adult education. The following brief 

description of the work in which they are engaged is offered in this introduction 

to the thesis in order to foreground the range and complexity of their 

knowledges and skills and their involvement in organisational policies and 

structures. To guard the privacy of the research participants, pseudonyms have 

been used in all textual material, including this brief introduction and the full 

discussion of the research in Chapter Five. 

Two of the women taking part in the study's research, 'Vicky' and 'Sandra', are 

engaged in the administration of education and training policies in national 

and state/territory government departments. 'Penny' and 'Gillian' are 

employed in the research area of adult literacy education, working out of higher 

education institutions, and involved in projects which address the curriculum 

and professional development needs of national language and literacy policies. 

'Catherine' and 'Linda' work as program managers in vocational education and 

training institutions which provide community programs, and have 

responsibility for implementing program initiatives under the Training Reform 

Agenda, as well as the financial and human resource management of their 

program areas. Two of the research participants, 'Pauline' and 'Robyn', work as 

adult literacy coordinator /lecturers but their duties are spread over a number of 

areas, including curriculum, materials and professional development. Both 

work for institutions which provide community and vocational education and 

training and both are involved in the process of accrediting locally-developed 

language and literacy courses, according to national policies and guidelines. 

In 'reading' the research, the author takes a poststructural feminist position by 

reading the presence of gendered discourses, or taken-for-granted notions of 

gender, in the way the subjects of the research make meanings of their 

experiences. This includes the position that the different social and cultural 
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experiences of these women may 'disrupt' some of the meanings which 

gendered discourses construct for them. As mentioned earlier, the taken-for

granted nature of phallocentric discourses constitutes their power to construct 

meaning. The position taken by the author, however, is that this power can be 

undermined by self-constructed subjectivities which go beyond 'the male-sexed 

and male-referenced subjectivities of phallocentric discourse' (Threadgold 

1990b, p. 15). 

A position taken by the author is that in any given field of social activity 

discourses can be said to 'intersect, overlap and mediate one another in what 

Foucault called discursive formations' (Threadgold 1992, p.8), and in competing 

with one another, attempt to 'colonise' subjectivities (Kress 1985, p. 7). The 

notion of competing discourses in the field of adult education is considered by 

the author to constitute a significant part of the background to the study's 

problem. In the author's reading of the research, many of the women 

interviewed are positioned simultaneously as subjects of intersecting gendered 

discourses, some of which are contradictory. The author takes a poststructural 

feminist position towards the movement of subjects within and between 

contradictory gendered discourses in order to resolve the tensions which reside 

'at the nexus of subjectivities, in relations of power which are constantly 

shifting, rendering them at one moment powerful and at another powerless ' 

(Walkerdine 1990, p . 3). These poststructural notions of conflicting discourses 

and multiple subjectivities are important to the author's reading of women's 

resistant subject positions in gendered discourses during Chapter Five's 

discussion of the research. 

Having introduced in this chapter the aims of the thesis, the background to the 

problem to be investigated and the field selected for investigation, the author 

now moves on to review the literature which will assist the study to reach its 

findings. In Chapter Two, which follows, the author will review a a wide range 

of poststructural feminist literature and discuss the theoretical positions which 

some of these works make available to the study. 
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Chapter II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

The literature for review in this chapter is drawn from a select body of feminist 

works which seek to apply feminist theories on gendered discourses to specific 

contexts of life and work. The positions taken by the authors reviewed in this 

chapter are discussed in Chapter Three in the framework of poststructural 

feminist theories to which they belong. The discussion in this chapter 

contextualises some of these poststructural feminist theories by applying them to 

organisational systems and their practices of work. The application of feminist 

theories to organisational contexts in this chapter also informs the author's 

research into the specific organisational context of adult literacy education in 

Chapter Five. The categories around which the author will investigate gendered 

discourses in the study's field of research are drawn from some of the literature 

reviewed in this chapter. 

The review of the literature is organised into four areas of significance to the 

investigation of gendered discourses. The review begins in the area of theories 

and policies in adult education and moves in the second area of literature, to 

pedagogical practices in the field of adult literacy education. The third area of 

literature to be reviewed shifts the focus of attention to organisational practices 

in working life, and the theories underpinning them. The fourth area of 

literature reviewed in this chapter is concerned with the subject positions 

available for women in the gendered discourses around the organisation of 

work and life. It needs to be pointed out that most of the chapter's discussions 

are given to the first two areas of the literature review. As stated in Chapter 

One, the author has expanded this chapter to provide a detailed discussion of 

gendered discourses in professional aspects of adult literacy education, such as 

theory and pedagogy. It is the author's intention to discuss organisational 

I' 
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aspects of the adult literacy field of work in Chapter Five's reading of the 

research. The author has chosen to design the study's research around the 

categories of knowledges, skills formation and careers drawn from the works 

reviewed in third area of the literature, and to relate research findings to the 

discussion of subjectivities in the fourth area of the literature to be reviewed. 

The literature to be reviewed here provides some poststructural feminist 

positions on ways in which gendered discourses are produced, maintained and 

resisted by women. The author's position on the power of subjects to resist 

subject positions and construct their own meanings within discourses, is 

influenced by Foucault's notions of the power of the subject (The History of 

Sexuality, Vol. 1, 1978), discussed in Chapter Three. The reading of the study's 

research, and the author's findings is largely shaped by Chapter Three's 

discussions, and the discussions in this chapter, on the power of female subjects 

to construct their own meanings in gendered discourses of work and life. This 

chapter's discussions begin by returning to the first area of literature which is 

concerned with gendered discourses in the field of investigation, adult literacy 

education. 

Gendered discourses in adult literacy education 

The author's discussion of gendered discourses in adult literacy education begins 

with the more theoretical works written by feminist academics on the discursive 

construction of knowledge and skills which underpin adult education policies 

and pedagogies. A consideration of the relationship between gendered 

discourses in the domains of theory, policy and practice, are important to the 

study's interest in the way women are positioned in these domains as academics, 

practitioners and learners. Luke and Gore (1992) locate their work as academics 

within a patriarchal organisation diffused with phallocentric discourses, 

particularly the 'master discourse of academic knowledge' (1992, p . 194). Their 

description of the academy as 'the birthplace and heartland of the western 

phallocentric order' anticipates discussion in Chapter Three on the exclusion of 

women from academic institutions and the construction of phallocentric 

discourses which equate femaleness with irrationalism (Gunew 1990; Harding 

1987; Smith 1987; Pateman 1988). 

Luke and Gore argue that, in spite of women's historical association with 

education 'it remains the theoretical and administrative custody of men who 

fi 
I 
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have shaped its master discourses' (1992, p. 2). In their view, women's 

knowledges and experiences are rendered invisible in the 'male-authored' texts 

of the master discourses. The authors claim that the texts of the master 

discourses reproduce a knowledge system whose 'totalising narrative' silences 

women's accounts of their own experiences and marginalises the feminist 

methodologies which disrupt the so-called rationalist discourse of academic 

knowledges (Luke & Gore 1992, p. 2). 

The notion of the disruption of phallocentric discourses by a feminist 

epistemology which claims its knowledges in the partial and specific experiences 

of female subjects (Lather 1991; Haraway 1991) is discussed in Chapter Three. 

The notion is important to the author's reading of the literature in regard to the 

recognition of 'women's ways of knowing' (Luke & Gore 1992), and 

methodologies for recovering women's knowledges (Flax 1989; Harding 1987) 

employed by women working in the academy and in adult education 

institutions. Luke and Gore suggest, for example that qualitative ethnographic 

approaches to educational research typically employed by women academics, 

serves to place them on the margins of 'androcentric rationality' (Luke & Gore 

1992, p . 196). Bell (1993) proposes that many women academics and practitioners 

working inside the masculinist model of androcentric rationality feel like 

'imposters' (Bell 1993, p. 108). She suggests that women working in adult 

education disrupt the masculinist model by their employment of practices which 

'engage subjective experiences, encourage interaction and treat knowledge as an 

ever-evolving mutually developing process' (1993, p. 110). 

Some authors who work in the field of adult literacy education in vocational 

education and training institutions (Angwin 1994b; Bowen 1994a) argue that 

women's ways of knowing and working constitute a threat to the masculinist 

discourses which construct the pedagogical practices of vocational education and 

training. Bowen, for example, claims that the masculinist discourse of 

knowledge as competencies which informs vocational education and training, is 

currently engaged in 'colonising' the feminist discourses of knowledge which 

have shaped the field of adult literacy education. From their positions in the 

'newly-colonised' field of adult education, many women adult educators are 

silenced or constrained to disavow the holistic ways of working which 

characterises their 'ownership ' of the field (Bowen 1994a, p. 65): 
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Are women's subjugated knowledges able to be heard within this new discourse? These 
new discourses represent not only the transformation of our understanding of curriculum 

practices in adult education, but also the transformation of our forms of organisation. 
There is also a transformation of the language of the discourses which structure the 

field itself. 
(Angwin 1994b, p. 39) 

Some authors give historical or socio-cultural readings of masculinist discourses 

which characterise the system of vocational education and training. Robinson 

(1994), for example, argues that the vocational system of training in most 

Australian states began in the institutions of Technical and Further Education 

(TAFE) and the Mechanics Institutes for working class men which reproduced 

the notion that 'real teaching is the teaching of men by men' (Robinson 1994, p. 

7). The under-representation of female-dominated trades such as hairdressing, 

serves to marginalise many of the skill areas in which women are engaged in 

the publicly-funded vocational education and training system (Blackmore in 

Butler & Brown 1993, pp. 42-48). 

Up until recently, most adult literacy education has taken place outside of 

publicly-funded institutions, and therefore, outside public discourses of adult 

education. Perceived as belonging instead to the discourse of education for 

personal development, adult literacy education has been associated with the 

field of early childhood education from which many of its practitioners have 

been drawn (Angwin 1994a, p,1). The discursive construction of adult literacy 

education as women's work reproduces the discursive construction of this work 

as unskilled, belonging to the 'pre-industrial' knowledges traditionally taught by 

women in the home (Norton 1994, p. 74). These authors support Chapter One's 

discussion of the perceived devaluation of the field of adult community and 

general education, including adult literacy education, because of its association 

with the private domain (Sussex 1994, p. 4). 

Educational policies 

Some of the positions taken by the author in Chapter One's discussions on the 

relationship between adult literacy education and the Training Reform Agenda 

are enlarged on in the following discussion on the discursive construction of 

educational policies. In the author's view, the masculinist discourses of 

economic rationalism and human capital underpinning the policies of the 

Training Reform Agenda (Gilding 1994; Butler & Brown 1993) contradict 

" 
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discourses of social justice and personal/ community development informing 

adult literacy education policies. 

One implication of the clash between these contradictory discourses seems to be 

that the dominant discourse of economic rationalism frames the field of adult 

literacy education as 'a problem' to the Training Reform Agenda: 

Illiteracy, whatever that might mean broadly and within the discourses of economic 
rationalism in education, was said to be a major cost to the econom y. We were told 

there were problems with the provision and programs, with curriculum, with Ieamer 
pathways and finally problems with the teachers themselves. The fie ld was being 

reconstructed with discourses of deficiency, ineptitude and inefficiency, a f•eld 
working with inadequate adults. 

(Angwin 1994, p 1) 

Although all the aspects of adult literacy education mentioned above are 

currently being addressed in the context of the Training Reform Agenda, 

Sanguinetti argues that adult literacy education needs to put up a 'discursive 

resistance' (1994c, p . 27) to economic-rationalist policies which are attempting to 

'control and ins trumentalise' (1994c, p . 27) the holistic pedagogies of the 

humanistic and critical education tradition to which adult education belongs. 

Gilding (1994) draws attention to the need for a 'feminist perspective' in putting 

up a 'discursive resistance' to the educational polices of economic rationalism: 

It is this apparantly uncontested rightness and naturalness of the dominant discourse 
of economic rationalism which makes it so important tha t adult lite racy not simply be 

appropriated as an uncritical vocational competence and tha t a feminist perspective 
be maintained. The emphasis on the 'rationa lity ' of the marketplace .. . seems 

particularly unhelpful to the feminist projec t of labour market gender de
segm enta tion . 

(Gilding 1994, p . 31) 

Some of the literature of educational policy analysis reads the discourse of 

economic rationalism as competing with a discourse of social justice which 

characterised the policies of public education before 'colonisation' by the 'master 

discourse of the economy' (Fitzclarence & Kenway 1993, p . 94). It is claimed, 

furthermore, that the master discourse has operated through equal opportunity 

strategies of 'liberal feminism' to re-construct the notion of gender equity in 

educational policies as a notion of increased involvement of women in the 

national economic effort: 

' 
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The convergance of economic rationalism and liberal feminism has been accompanied 
by a philosophical reconceptualisation of the notion of equality, away from its 

traditional connotation of empowering disadvantaged groups to more economistic 
concerns with individual rights. 

(Henry & Taylor 1993, p . 165) 

According to Yates (1993) historically specific discourses of education, such as 

economic-rationalism or liberal-humanism, intersect with gendered discourses 

and contest for the power to define the subject of education. In Yates' view, 

liberal-humanist policies of gender equality and affirmative action, construct the 

masculine subject as the normative subject of education and a benchmark for 

the feminine subject. The author shares Yates' post-structural feminist position 

that liberal humanist gender equity policies in adult education reproduce 'the 

discursive construction of gender in education as the problem of women' 

located in their differences to the male subject (Yates 1993, p. 23). 

Some poststructural readings of education policies (Lingard, Knight & Porter 

1993) suggest that policy discourses normalise white anglo-saxon males as the 

subjects of education, constructing women as subjects of difference, or 'other' to 

the 'real' masculine subject of education (Clark 1993). It is argued that policy 

documents reproduce mainstream/marginalised discourses and dominant 

relationships of power (Yeatman 1990, in Sanguinetti 1994c, p. 27) in their textual 

representations of 'an imaginary centre ... whose educational, social justice and 

economic rights are presented ·as non-problematic, guaranteed and achieved' (A. 

Luke 1993b, p. 144). In failing to challenge the normative representation of the 

masculine subject of education, liberal-humanist equity policies are described as 

discursive strategies for giving women more of the same 'otherness' space (Yates 

I~ 
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1993, p. 24). ... 

In the author's view, access and equity policy initiatives in the adult education 

field mostly participate in a gendered discourse of 'otherness' by encouraging 

practices to increase female representation in male-dominated technical and 

scientific subject areas rather than challenging the privileging of these areas in 

the masculinist schema of education and training. The National Plan of Action 

for Women in TAFE, for example, seeks to 'improve women's successful 

participation in vocational training' through a number of 'affirmative action' 

initiatives for both women learners and practitioners (Department of 

Employment, Education and Training 1991, pp. 5-11). The author shares Yates' 

position that it is to poststructural feminism that we must turn for gendered 
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discourses in adult education which recognise an 'autonomous' female subject 

and create 'a central space' for ways of knowing and meaning associated with 

female subjects of education (1993, p . 23). The author reads 'autonomous' to 

mean moving beyond, rather than outside of, meanings and knowledges which 

are referenced to male subjectivities in phallocentric discourses. In the review 

of the literature on pedagogical practices, the author attempts to address the 

question of what would a pedagogy designed around an autonomous female 

subject of education look like (Sanguinetti 1994a, p . 6)? Before considering some 

examples of such a pedagogy, it will be useful to review some feminist literature 

on central theories which shape pedagogical practices in adult education, 

particularly adult literacy education. 

Pedagogical theories 

The poststructural feminist works selected for this brief review of pedagogical 

theories, critique theories of progressivism and critical pedagogy which have 

shaped pedagogical practices of adult education since the 1970's. In the author's 

view, gendered discourses operating through these theories have problematised 

their value to women working and studying in the field of adult literacy 

education (Lee 1994; Clark 1993; Walkerdine 1990). In Walkerdine's view, 

progressivism relies on the discursive construction of female educators as 

'nurturers' of 'self-directing, rule-breaking' male subjects and 'passive' female 

subjects of education (1990, pp. 3-12). Walkerdine claims that essentialist gender 

notions in progressivist theory serve to disempower the female subject of 

education. Clark argues that these essentialist 'biologist' gender notions fail to 

'problematise' concepts of maleness and femaleness which construct the male 

.self-directed (rule breaking) individual as the 'natural' subject of education 

(1993, p . 24). 

In her poststructural feminist reading of progressivist pedagogies, Lee (1994) 

interrogates the supposed 'empowering' principles of progressivism which are 

used to legitimate its claim to break down the masculinist hierarchical power 

relations of 'traditional' pedagogies: 

'Traditional' pedagogies might be characterised as gendered masculine, in terms of the 
s trongly policed and hierarchical boundaries between the teacher and the Ieamer. 

'Progressive' pedagogies, on the other hand, have often been conceived as 'feminised' 
in the sense that attention is paid to questions of 'nurture', 'care', 'affect' and 'process'. 

(Lee 1994, p. 4) 
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Lee finds that, in 'crossing other boundaries between public and private domains 

of life ... progressive' pedagogies allow for more obvious gendering and 

sexualising of both teachers and students (1994, p. 5). The author finds that the 

'ethic of care and nurture' which Lee identifies in progressivist pedagogies is 

reproduced in some of the accounts of pedagogical practices reviewed later in 

this chapter (McCann 1994; Prior 1994). According to Gilbert (1991), White (1990) 

and Johnston (1994), progressivist texts reproduce essentialist gendered identities 

of popular culture, thereby making it difficult for women educators to construct 

different subjectivities, identities and knowledges: 

Women lack ability, the cast of mind, motivation, high level thinking. If they are 
successful, then it's because they are p lodders or succeeding at low level tasks; boys 

'break set', take risks and are therefore good at maths; girls like cooperation, support, 
they have essentially different 'ways of knowing'. 

Oohnston 1994, p. 9). 

In the view of the author, the gender-discursive constructions of progressivist 

theories are masked by the liberal-humanist assumption that the subject of 

education is gender-neutral. Poststructural feminist deconstructions of 

progressivist theory can be said to 'problematise masculinity and dislodge it 

from the neutral subject position' of liberal-humanist educational discourses 

(Clark1993, p. 27). 

According to Luke and Gore, many adult educators tum from progressivist to 

critical theory in the belief that its 'emancipatory pedagogies' provide a method 

for locating and interrogating gendered discourses (1992, p . 7) . Bowen (1994c), for 

example describes her understanding of feminist literacy pedagogy as a 'political 

act': 

It goes towards changing the powerlessness of students by naming and disrupting the 
imblance of power between learner and 'learned'. I felt strongly that literacy 

education for women could involve unlocking the taken-for-granted assumptions about 
femininity woven through language ... looking closely at how the words we speak, the 

literacy we use, perpetuates our social positioning. 
(Bowen 1994c, p. 15) 

The author finds that some of the literature of adult education practice reviewed 

later in this chapter is characterised by a belief in the emancipatory value of 

critical pedagogies in language and literacy (Sanguinetti 1994a; Angwin 1994a). 

The author shares Luke and Gore's poststructural feminist position that 'the 

illusions of innocence held by self-proclaimed emancipatory discourses' (1992, p. 
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142) fail to challenge its situatedness in liberal-humanist discourses of the 

sovereign subject of education. A related position taken by the author is that 

critical theory fails to interrogate discursive constructions of women's 

experiences in male-authored texts. Ellsworth (1989) argues that critical theory's 

denial of gender-specific knowledges of social control serves to silence women's 

accounts of their gendered knowledges and experiences. Luke and Gore (1992) 

claim that this denial of gender-specific knowledges legitimates male-authored 

accounts of women's experiences and limits the power of women educators and 

students to express their own gendered knowledges (1992, p. 10). 

In Luke and Gore's view, critical theory reproduces a phallocentric discourse of 

the gender-neutral (masculine) subject of knowledge (1992, p . 7). In sharing this 

view, the author situates critical literacy theory within phallocentric theories of 

knowledge in the intellectual traditions of the enlightenment and modernism. 

The subject of critical theory, according to Walkerdine (1984) is a re-statement of 

enlightenment theory's romantic, self-regulating individual, able to find 

freedom from social control. Lather (1991) also reads critical theory as a 

'modernist' version of liberal-humanism which reproduces unitary subject 

positions and totalising concepts of social control and power. 

From the poststructural feminist position taken by the author, the notion of 

'empowerment' used in modernist critical theory is viewed as failing to 

recognise the discursive construction of the teacher as agent of emancipation. 

From this position, the author critiques emancipatory critical pedagogical 

discourses for representing teachers and learners as agents for 'revealing reality' 

and making 'claims to truth' from subject positions, 'innocent' of the 'regimes 

of truth' and 'technologies of the self' (Foucault 1984d, p. 343) which shape them 

(Gore 1993; Luke 1992b). The poststructural feminist critiques of enlightenment 

theory, liberal-humanism and modernism, expressed here in the context of 

modernist pedagogies, are discussed in their broader theoretical context in 

Chapter Three. In the context of this chapter's discussions, these critiques serve 

to interrogate the power relations between male-authored practices in adult 

education pedagogies and the women who work and study within these 

practices. 

The author finds, however, that some of the literature of adult education 

practice suggests that many women adult educators have appropriated critical 
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theory and reworked it in their development of critical literacy pedagogies. 

Bowen, for example, describes how she uses critical literacy to deconstruct the 

representation of women in popular texts and to raise awareness of gendered 

practices which have marginalised or exploited women (1994b p. 19). Other 

feminist practitioners in adult education value the contribution of critical theory 

towards the construction of a 'feminist-informed pedagogy which recognises 

gender as a source of oppression, challenges patriarchal discourse, and 

problematises gender issues as they become apparent in classroom discussions or 

interactions' (Sanguinetti 1994a, p. 5). The discussion which follows relates 

some of the poststructural feminist critiques of pedagogical theories outlined 

above with some of the pedagogical practices of adult literacy education. 

Feminist discourses in adult education 

As stated earlier, the review of adult literacy education practice attempts to 

answer the question of what would a pedagogy designed around the female 

subject of education look like? In attempting to answer this question, the author 

considers works written by women adult literacy educators from the standpoint 

of their own experiences and values. They include works by Sanguinetti, (1994a, 

1994b, 1994c), and Angwin (1994a, 1994b). Some of the works are taken from 

monographs, including conference papers and journal articles, such as those by 

Prior (1994), Bowen (1994a, 1994b), McCann (1994), Johnston (1994) and Lee (1994) 

which recount the teaching/learning experiences of women engaged in adult 

literacy education. 

... 

The answer to the question regarding a feminist-informed pedagogy, begins with t.. 

a review of Sanguinetti's (1994a) study of women teaching women in a 

Melbourne adult migrant education centre. Sanguinetti's work, and those of 

other women adult educators reviewed by the author, add a new dimension to 

this study of gendered discourses in adult literacy education. The author's 

reading of these works is that they describe gendered discourses in adult literacy 

education which belong to a feminist paradigm of knowledge, grounded in the 

gendered experiences of women (Grosz 1990a). The author brings to this 

reading, however, a poststructural feminist view that some of the literature 

reproduces essentialist and universalist constructions of female subjectivities 

which are problematic to the poststructural feminist project (Flax 1992). 
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In Chapter Three's discussion of poststructural feminism critiques of 

universalist and essentialist constructions, it is argued that they reproduce 

phallocentric discourses of male/female otherness and difference (Braidotti 1992; 

McNay 1992). The discussion includes views of other feminists (Smith 1988) 

who claim that notions of essentialism can be a valuable strategy for reversing 

the male/ female, same/ other, binary constructions which privilege masculinist 

representations of experiences and knowledges. In the author's view, 

essentialist constructions of female subjects and their ways of knowing bring 

some value to feminist projects interested in legitimating feminist 

epistemologies, grounded in the experiences and knowledges of biologically 

sexed and socially constructed female subjects (Threadgold 1992). In Chapter 

Three's discussion of feminist epistemologies, it is argued that non-essentialist 

constructions of poststructural feminist epistemologies are more able to 

recognise the different historical and cultural situatedness of women and their 

'indeterminate, partial and uncertain' subjectivities (Weedon 1987, p. 99, in 

Walton, forthcoming, 1995, p. 77). The author takes the view, however, that 

essentialist constructions of gender 'can be informed by poststructuralist 

understandings of subjectivity as 'multilayered, changing and heterogenous' 

(Walton, forthcoming, 1995, p. 77): 

... refusing the elision of the private and the personal fom the public world , and in so 
doing, challenging the phallocentric assumption that legitimate products of 

knowledge exclude sexual, private, everyday meanings. 
(Threadgold 1990b, p. 12) 

In reviewing Sanguinetti's work, and those of others which follow, the author 

finds a view emerging of adult literacy education as a site for contesting the 

power of phallocentric discourses through feminist-informed practices and their 

'discursive resistance' to masculinist pedagogies, theories and policies of adult 

education: 

It is about participting in the struggle on the level of discourse. The discourses of 
feminist, critical and holistic pedagogy challenge official discourses by opening them 
out and claiming other realities. They give us a language for thinking about issues of 

gender, the role of language and subjectivity in teaching, for the dilemmas, the 
contradictions, the complexities of our work, its ethical dimensions and its cultural, 

social and potentially political significance. 
(Sanguinetti 1994a p. 8) 

Sanguinetti draws on the accounts of the women with whom she works to make 

her own reading of the relationship between the discourses of feminism and 

adult education. She finds, for example, that both discourses problematise 
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relationships of authority and locate their knowledges in socially and culturally 

specific experiences (1994a, p . 2). Sanguinetti argues that the congruence between 

these discourses is such that 'good teaching practice' in adult education 

exemplifies a 'feminist-informed pedagogy' in that both value the construction 

of knowledges through collaborative reflection from the standpoint of shared, 

gendered experiences (1994a, p . 6). In considering ways in which their own 

gendered subjectivities inform their pedagogical practices, most of the women 

taking part in Sanguinetti's study express the view that their own gendered 

knowledges and experiences are inextricably bound up in their teaching 

practices. That is, their personal and professional values converge in their views 

that knowledges are multiple and different, and grounded in experience 

(Sanguinetti 1994a, pp. 2-5). 

As adult educators, these women also express a w illingness to share their own 

knowledges and experiences with their learners as a means of encouraging 

critical understandings which could lead to change. They speak of the 

professional-personal 'tensions' (Walkerdine 1990) created sometimes by their 

gendered subjectivities as women educators in the supposedly gender-neutral 

discourses of education. Bowen (1994c), for example, describes the tensions 

inherent in the breaking down of the hierarchical boundary between teacher and 

learner in grounding pedagogy in personal experience during classroom 

discussion of her own, and her learners' gendered experiences 'in mothering, 

romance, nurturing, and our place in the gender order': 

Some concerns were raised by participants in the session that these conversations were 
value-laden, and overstepped the teacher-student relationship. Other concerns 

centred upon the teacher's right to such intimate information about their students. I 
admit to leaving the session with the words 'values', 'laden' and 'highly personal' 
ringing in my ears, most probably because I remember becoming a little defensive at 

around that time in the discussion. 
(Bowen 1994c, p. 16) 

Pedagogical practices such as Bowen describes above are underpinned by critical 

pedagogical theories, critiqued in the earlier discussion for failing to 

problematise the 'reality' of the experiences in which they ground their learning 

(Luke 1992b). In the author's view, the meanings given to 'real' experiences 

needs to be informed by poststructural understandings of experiences as 

discursive constructions of reality (Foucault 1966). 
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The author reads in the accounts of feminist-informed adult educators other 

ways in which they challenge certain phallocentric discourses operating in 

mainstream pedagogies of adult education. An aspect of phallocentric discourses 

already critiqued in this chapter is the supposed gender-neutrality of the subject 

of education (see Clark 1993). Some of the literature extends this critique to the 

supposedly gender-neutral materials and spaces in which adult education takes 

place, thus challenging the discursive construction of the adult education 

classroom as a gender-neutral context for learning. It is argued that 'feminism 

in adult education and learning has to move beyond access and opportunity 

towards a radical demand for control over a separate learning process and 

environment (Prior 1994, p. 68). 

Prior (1994) reads so-called gender-neutral content, methodology and learning 

materials as reproducing masculinist values and norms of what is to be learnt, 

and how (1994, pp. 65-68). Bodsworth (1994) claims that male-authored learning 

materials exclude and marginalise women's personal and cultural experiences. 

The texts in computer studies, for example, available to Bodsworth's female 

students construct gendered subjectivities which exclude them and reproduce a 

discourse of women's marginalisation in this area of employment and study. 

From the literature reviewed the author forms the view that gendered 

discourses in adult education reproduce gendered power relations in the 

learning styles and other aspects of the learning environment in mainstream 

adult education.The author reads Bodsworth's development of 'other' learning 

materials as a way in which women adult educators are able to challenge the 

reproduction of gendered power relations in educational practices (Bodsworth 

1994, p. 10). 

Bodsworth (1994) argues that the pace and style of learning in mainstream adult 

education classes produces an authoritative and competitive environment 

which contradicts 'women-centred learning styles' (1994, p . 10). According to 

Prior, so called gender-neutral pedagogical practices, such as classroom 

discussion, are underpinned by 'a male ethos of individualism and competition' 

which reproduces the differential experiences of men and women in 

organisational structures. Bodworth characterises women-centred learning 

styles as constituted in practices where taking risks and making mistakes are 

constructed as positive elements of learning. She argues that feminist-informed 

practices construct new meanings for learning behaviours which disrupt 

authoritative and competitive notions in masculinist learning schemas 
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(Bodsworth 1994, pp. 10-12). Prior (1994) takes the view that women who share 

their learning spaces with men 'can feel isolated, silenced, unable to ask 

questions or participate in discussions' (Prior 1994, p.67). 

Lee's (1994) reading of mixed learning spaces in progressivist pedagogy is that 

male learners can reproduce the same 'gender oppressive forms of social 

relations' as occur outside the classroom (1994, p. 4). Lee finds that some of the 

behaviours which male students bring to predominantly female adult education 

classes serve to reproduce gendered relationships of power. These behaviours 

include forms of disruption which Clark (1993) reads as 'controlling' strategies 

against threats to the knowledge system which serves masculinist interests. In 

the author's view, this aspect of gendered discourses in adult literacy education 

can be linked to dominant discourses of gender and power, as suggested in a 

recent government paper, Gender and Violence, which links the 'resistant and 

disruptive behaviour of boys' to the wider discourse of gender and power (DEET 

1993, in Clark 1993, p . 26). 

Women educators taking part in Sanguinetti's s tudy suggest that 'women-only 

spaces' for learning (1994a, p.1) provide an environment for female subjects to 

construct knowledges of difference to male-authored knowledges. ·They suggest 

also that removal from what Lee has described as the 'strongly policed and 

hierarchical boundaries' of male-authored practices (1994, p. 4) provides a space 

for constructing their own subjectivities as learners: 

When they get together, groups of women tend to forget gender-induced passivity, talk 
a lot, have fun, compare notes on key issues, and thus strengthen their sense of who 

they are as individuals and as women. 
(Sanguinetti 1994, p. 6) 

The holistic approach to teaching and learning which Sanguinetti (1994b) and 

Bowen (1994a) theorise as 'women's ways of knowing', is well documented in 

the literature of adult education practice reviewed for this study. In Bowen's 

view, the teaching and learning styles which converge in feminist-informed 

pedagogies exemplify the 'richness, complexity, interconnectedness, and 

contextualised nature of women's ways of knowing' (Bowen 1994a, p. 65). As 

stated earlier, however, the author finds that most of the literature on these 

teaching and learning styles reproduces essentialist and unitary subject positions 

for both women educators and learners, which are problematic to some 

poststructural theories of the female subject of education. 
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This author's review of the literature on adult literacy education policies, 

theories and pedagogies has attempted to assist in understanding some of the 

gendered discourses which have shaped the professional working lives of the 

women taking part in this study's research. This discussion prepares the 
ground, therefore, for a review of literature on gendered discourses shaping the 

organisational aspects and bureaucratic contexts of adult literacy education in 

which the subjects of the research are now working. 

Gendered discourses in organisational practices 

The third area of the literature review begins by briefly considering several 

works which critique some of the notions informing contemporary 

organisational theories. This area of the literature includes works by Jackson 

(1991, 1993), Poynton and Lazenby (1992), Butler and Brown (1993), Game (1991), 

Jenson (1989), Mickelson (1992) and Acker (1990). 

These authors take up some earlier feminist critiques of organisational theory 

which identify organisational structures as reproducing masculinist notions of 

power and rationality. For example, The Feminist Case Against Bureaucracy, 

(Ferguson1984, in Jackson 1991, p. 25) proposes that the system of hierarchy 

which characterises bureaucratic organisations constructs a patriarchal model of 

domination and subordination constituted in rules of control over procedures 

and personnel. Although valuable to the author's reading of the accounts 

provided by several women working in bureaucratic organisations, Ferguson's 

'feminist case' is critiqued by poststructural feminists for its structuralist reading 

of the subordination of women in patriarchal systems of work (Acker 1990, pp. 

157-9). A fuller consideration of poststructural arguments critiqueing the 

theoretical positions of structuralism is given in Chapter Three. For the 

purposes of this review, however, the author focuses attention on poststructural 

feminist critiques of organisational theories and their discursive constructions of 

the gendered subject of work (Game 1991). Most of the authors reviewed in this 

area of the literature take poststructural feminist positions in their reading of 

organisational theories as gender-discursive constructions which normalise and 

legitimise gender-differentiated relationships of power Oackson 1991). 
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Acker (1990), for example, proposes that organisational theories mask their 

gendered construction of the male subject of work by representing organisational 

structures and practices as 'gender-neutral' (Acker 1990, p. 157). Game and 

Pringle (1983, in Jackson 1991, p. 25) argue that gender-neutral assumptions serve 

to deny the possibility that gendered work practices constitute a reason for the 

differential experiences of men and women in employment. The argument that 

gender is an 'organisational tool' (Acker, 1990, p. 158) for differentiating the 

rewards given to male and female workers is important to the author's reading 

of the research in Chapter Five. Many of the women interviewed for this study 

question the gender differential experiences embedded in 'gender-neutral' 

organisational practices, and speak of the difficulties of reconciling this notion 

with the gendered practices in their workplaces. 

Acker applies her reading of the discursive construction of gender-neutrality to 

organisational representations of work. She argues that job descriptions 

constitute 'codes which conceal the gendered sub-structure of work skills' (Acker 

1990, p . 150). Other authors claim that the representation of jobs as 'abstract 

functions devoid of sexed occupants' serves to mask the way personal, social and 

cultural experiences of 'maleness and femaleness' shape ways of working 

(Connel 1987, p . 84, in Jackson 1991, p. 12). Many of the women interviewed for 

this study speak of ways in which their gendered experiences in personal and 

social domains have shaped their ways of working, and of how workplace 

recognition of skills developed is made problematic through their association 

with the personal domain. In the view of the author, the problematic 

relationship between gendered discourses in the personal and public domains is 

realised in the lack of recognition of women's knowledges and skills in certain 

work practices. The following discussion looks at the practices of auditing 

knowledges and skills formation in job descriptions and training agendas. 

Poynton and Lazenby (1992) view skill definitions as sites for contesting 

gendered discourses on the knowledges and skills required in the public domain 

of work. They argue that the gender-discursive construction of knowledges and 

skills associated with the private domain as 'natural', and therefore unskilled, 

serves to legitimise the devaluation of women's work: 
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Very frequently the work which women perform is classified as non-skilled because it 
is considered too 'natural'. It reflects the supposed talents of women rather than any 

acquired skill for which recognition in the form of wages or social value is 
appropriate. This effect is clearly seen when we observe that a secretary's job is ... 

interpreted as something unexceptional, especially since it often bears a resemblance, 
in its multiplication of tasks, to d omestic labour. 

Oenson 1989, p . 153, in Jackson 1991, p. 25) 

Butler and Brown argue that representations of knowledges and skills which are 

based on the 'dualistic and gendered construction of public/ private, 

productive/reproductive ... act to establish an unassailable and invisible 

hegemony of the dominant (male) culture' (1993, p. 10). To a large extent this 

dominant masculinist discourse is said to be reproduced in competency-based 

representations of skills, more suited to the 'male-dominated manufacturing 

sector' which led the Training Reform Agenda (Lee, 1994). According to Butler 

and Brown, competency-based representations construct a narrow, technical 

reading of skill which is problematic to the service sector of work in which 

women are predominantly employed. They claim that women's 

'knowledges/ways of working are shorn/trimmed/boiled down/imploded into 

remnants of what was once a whole' by the masculinist discourse of work 

(Butler & Brown 1993, p . 22). 

Blackmore (1993) investigates the social and historical construction of skills and 

finds that their construction serves to privilege typically male experience of 

uninterrupted pre-service education and access to formal on-the-job training 

(Butler & Brown 1993, pp. 42-48). Burton (1985) analyses structural inequalities 

in study assistance schemes for government employees and accounts for the 

differential access of men and women to these schemes in androcentric notions 

of male and female career development (Burton 1985, p . 428). Gilding (1994) 

relates the recent appropriation of careers in adult literacy education by men to 

the structural inequalities of education and training which create gender

differentiated advantages for men in a predominantly female workforce (Gilding 

1994, p .34). 

These common experiences suggest that training is a discursive practice in the 

'gendered sub-culture' of work. Jackson (1991) finds that women are under

represented in formal training which constitutes the criteria for job 

advancement. On the other hand, women are over-represented in informal 

training practices not associated with promotion but with making 'better 

workers of those who remain in entry-level posi tions' (1991, p . 27). Jackson's 
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claim is supported by the accounts of many of the women taking part in the 

study's research. The author finds, however, that the conflicting values which 

the research participants and their organisations give to informal training serves 

to serves to disadvantage their careers. Research participants who prefer 

informal on-the-job training claim they are denied recognition of the training 

which 'counts', or flags direction along organisational career pathways (1991, p . 

27). 

Burton (1985) claims that masculinist notions of career serve to mask: 

... the extent to which gender relationships inform the application of rules, hiring 
decisions, initial assignment practices, training and development decisions, 

promotional patterns, performance evaluation, salary offers and conditions of work. 
(Burton 1985, p. 424) 

Burton argues that for his torical and cultural reasons the notion of career 

embedded in liberal socio-economic discourses of work is based on 'men's 

typical life patterns - including men's reliance on (women for) domestic support' 

(1985, p. 425). According to Burton, women's initial job assignments and 

subsequent advancement in organisational structures are determined by 

historical and socio-cultural understandings of gendered relationships in the 

organisation of public and domestic life. It needs to be recognised that, for a 

number of socio-cultural reasons which are outside the scope of this study, 

women are increasingly assuming the life patterns formerly appropriated by 

men, and participating in organisational career paths previously reserved for 

men. While constituting a part of this study, these women are not its main 

focus. In the author's view, the experiences of women w hich challenge the 

taken-for-granted notions of the social organisation of work are more able to 

assist an investigation of gendered discourses around work. 

From the author's reading of poststructural feminist literature critiquing the 

organisation of work, certain key gender-discursive notions emerge as of value 

to this study. These are the notions of career planning, skills formation, and the 

recognition of work knowledges and skills. The author has selected these 

notions as categories for gathering and organising the study's research data 

because of their ability to problematise some taken-for-granted notions in 

gendered discourses around work. In the author's view, these categories can 

also assist in capturing some of the ways in which women construct themselves 

as subjects of work in dominant gendered discourses. The fourth area of 
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literature for review in this chapter will consider, therefore, some poststructural 

feminist works on the construction of female subjectivities by and in gendered 

discourses around work and life. 

The social and cultural construction of gender 

The fourth area of literature to be reviewed in this chapter consists of 

poststructural feminis t works which focus attention on competing discursive 

constructions of gender in popular culture and in organisational culture. This 

literature includes works by Gilbert (1991), Walkerdine (1990), Threadgold (1990), 

Luke (1992), Game (1991), Christian-Smith (1993), and Mickelson (1992). The 

main purpose of the brief discussion which follows is to provide a theoretical 

framework for the discussions in Chapter Five on the different, and 

contradictory, subject positions which many of the women interviewed for this 

study take up in gendered discourses which operate in their working lives. 

The discussion in this section on the construction of subjectivities draws on 

some poststructural feminist reworkings of Foucault's notion of subjects 

constantly reconstructing themselves in transformations of identity (History of 

Sexuality, vol. 2, 1986; vol. 3, 1988). According to Foucault, practices of the self 

bring subjects into 'certain network(s) of practices of power and constraining 

institutions' (Foucault 1984b, p.17). The works to be reviewed will assist the 

author to apply poststructural feminist understandings to the research on female 

subjects in the discursive networks of adult literacy education. 

Gilbert (1991) argues that cultural formations, such as narrative fiction, are 

powerful agents for discursive constructions of gender and 'seemingly natural' 

subject positions. According to Gilbert, the 'cultural semiotic' for femaleness is 

passive and submissive behaviour in the private domain of romance and 

domesticity, while maleness is represented by risk-taking and decision-making 

in the public domain of social and work activity (Gilbert 1991, pp. 23-24). 

Although Gilbert's deconstruction of gender in literary texts is outside the scope 

of this study, her arguments assist the author's reading of certain gendered 

values and behaviours which are reproduced by the women taking part in this 

study's research. The author finds, for example, that some of the women 

interviewed take up passive/submissive female subject positions in male 

dominated practices. 
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Although Gilbert argues that women can create other positions which disrupt 

the gendered discourses of popular culture (1991, pp. 23-28), Walkerdine claims 

that 'trying out' different subject positions 'transgresses discursive boundaries' 

(Walkerdine 1990, pp. 140-144) and gives rise to contradictory behaviours. That 

is to say women who take up both female ('passive') and male ('risk-taking') 

subject positions in gendered discourses of work, may be 'caught at the nexus of 

contradictory discourses' (1990, p. 140) and may not allow themselves to 

recognise their male subject position at work for fear of losing their female 

subject position in the gendered discourses of romance and the relational 

(Walkerdine 1990, pp. 144-147; C. Luke 1992). While a full discussion of 

Walkerdine's poststructural feminist analysis of gendered discourses and 

subjectivities is outside the scope of this study, her work assists the author's 

understanding of some of the contradictory behaviours in the accounts of some 

of the women interviewed for this study. The author views as contradictory 

those accounts in which women who have achieved promotion in the public 

domain of employment, deny their success. The author takes the position that 

some of the women interviewed disavow success in their work in order to 

maintain their subject positions as wives and mothers in the private domain. 

Poole (1990) argues that the cultural semiotic for maleness is 'rational' 

behaviour in the public discourse of work while that of femaleness is 'irrational' 

behaviour. Nielsen (1990) claims that the 'genderisation' of rational thinking is 

a culturally discursive construction which equates masculinity with rational 

thought, and 'objectivity' of thought to male subjectivities (Nielsen 1990, p. 43). 

This 'powerful product of patriarchal knowledge systems' is said to construct 

female subjectivities in the phallocentric discourses of rationality as 'other' to 

masculine subjectivities (Game 1991, p. 8). The discursive construction of 

'same/ other' in patriarchal knowledge systems and the appropriation of 

rationality by phallocentric discourses, constitutes an important part of the 

discussions in Chapter Three (Gunew 1990; Grosz 1990a). 

According to Walkerdine, women who invest their 'desires' in being 'other' to 

men cannot allow themselves to be recognised as the subjects of rational 

discourse (1990, p. 146). Caught in the nexus of competing discourses, women 

have to negotiate between their desire for the subject position of popular culture, 

that is for 'otherness' to the male subject position, and their desire for the subject 
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position of work, that is for 'sameness' with the masculine subject position. The 

threatened loss of gendered subjectivities in which women may have invested 

desire, can set up a tension which is often resolved by denying differences 

through behaviours such as silence and passivity (Walkerdine 1990, p. 144). 

Luke and Gore (1992) put a similar case that many women adopt practices of 

silence to collude with the patriarchal organisational system which controls 

employment opportunities and conditions (C. Luke & Gore 1992, p. 195). The 

author takes up these positions in reading accounts in the research where some 

of the women interviewed take up practices of silence rather than challenge the 

subject positions given to them in male-dominated structures and practices in 

their workplace. Walkerdine's question, 'How is it that for many women, the 

powerful part of themselves has been so split off as to feel that it belongs to 

someone else?' (1990, p. 134) is answered for the author in the accounts which 

some of the women provide of the practices used to resolve the tensions of 

conflicting subjectivities in their working lives. 

This area of the literature review raises: 

... complex questions about the institutional effects, subjective investments, social 
practices, sexuality and signifying processes in and through which masculine and 

feminine subjectivities are constructed and constrained, able to mean differently and 
silenced. 

(Threadgold 1990, p. 9) 

The author finds that some answers to these questions are suggested in 

poststructural feminist theories which 'constructively rework' (McNay 1992, p. 

22) Foucault's theories on the relationship between power and subjectivities to 

assist understanding of women's relationships with power. Foucault's claim, 

'where there is desire the power relation is already present (Foucault 1978, p. 81), 

assists the author to understand that subject positions of both domination and 

subordination can be available to women in gendered discourses around work. 

Mickelson (1992) suggests that, for many women, desires around personal 

relationships count more than desires associated with organisational rewards 

(1992, p. 152). In the author's view, however, many of the women taking part in 

the study's research take up positions of subordination in dominant gendered 

discourses of work in order to fashion a female subject capable of integrating 

public and personal desires. 
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The positions taken by the author in this chapter's reading of the literature 

selected for review open the study's discussion up to some considerations of the 

theoretical framework guiding its investigation of gendered discourses. It is 

appropriate, therefore, that the study move from its reading of the literature 

reviewed in this chapter to a discussion on its theoretical framework in Chapter 

Three which follows. 
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Chapter III 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS 

Introduction 

This chapter will provide the reader with a more detailed discussion of some 

poststructural and feminist theories which constitute the theoretical 

frameworks of this study. In discussing these theoretical frameworks the 

relationship between poststructural and feminist theories will be developed. 

This will involve both situating feminism within posts tructuralism, and 

marking the distinct positions taken up by feminist theories critiquing aspects of 

poststructural theories in regard to knowledge, power and subjectivity. That is 

to say, the discussion in this chapter traces the formation of feminist theory 

from 'critique to construct' (Grosz 1990a, p. 100): 

Feminism must combine the strategies of critiquing the knowledges out of which it is 
formed and constructing new know ledges, to create feminist theory as both critique and 

construct. Contemporary feminist studies need to see themselves as existing in 
patriarchal paradigms of knowledge, and as borrowing from phallocentric discourses, 

as a necessary step towards critiquing their texts from the perspective of feminism. 
The final step in the process leading to feminist theory is the third step, of creating a 

different paradigm of knowledge 
(Grosz 1990a, p. 110) 

The chapter is organised in such a way as to show how theories of 

poststructuralism and feminism have been formed out of the critiquing of some 

of the theoretical concepts of western epistemology. While it is helpful to 

understand the historical development of poststructuralism and feminism in 

relation to western epistemology, it is misleading to present this development 

as a linear movement. The discussion in this chapter, therefore, presents 

certain theoretical positions as weaving in and out of the development of 

poststructuralism and feminism. 
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The discussion begins by positioning the development of poststructuralism 

within the theoretical constructs of western epistemology, particularly the 

unitary construct of 'truth' or 'knowledge', and the construct, 'subject of 

knowledge' as universal (Gunew 1990; Harding 1987; Grosz 1990). The meaning 

which the author gives to epistemology is that it is 'a theory of knowledge 

concerned with the nature and scope of knowledge, its presuppositions and 

basis, and the general reliability of claims to knowledge' (Hamlyn 1967, pp. 8-9, 

in Harding 1994, p . 23). 

The discussion then traces the development of certain theoretical positions 

which emerge from a body of works critiquing structuralist epistemologies 

(Young 1981; Milner 1991). The author takes the view that poststructuralism is a 

term used to describe certain divergent positions taken against the theoretical 

constructs of structuralism (Young 1981, p. 9). The positions said to constitute 

poststructuralism emerge in the works of Michel Foucault (1966, 1976. 1979, 

1984a, 1984b) and Jacques Derrida (1973, 1974) which critique some central 

constructs of western epistemology including structuralism. Embedded 

throughout the chapter's discussion on Foucault's works are certain feminist 

positions regarding his theorising of the relationship between knowledge, 

power and the subject (Grosz 1990a,; Braidotti 1990; McNay 1992). 

The author brings together some of the positions taken by feminist theoreticians 

in regard to poststructuralism, particularly as they relate to poststructural 

understandings of discourses and subjectivities (Flax 1990; Grosz 1990). The 

author foregrounds ways in which these feminist positions both critique and 

appropriate posts tructural positions in their construction of new feminist 

understandings of discursive knowledges and subjectivities (C. Luke 1992b; 

Lather 1991). 

From the chapter's discussion on the value to feminis t studies of Derrida's 

strategies for deconstructing 'claims to truth' about women in western 

epistemology, the central notion of 'feminist epistemology I ies' (Flax 1990) 

emerges. The author reads 'feminist epistemology lies' as meaning a system of 

knowledge capable of 'recovering and exploring women's representations of 

their knowledges in multiple and contradictory subject positions along the 

networks of experience which constitute women's lives' (Grosz 1990a, p . 340). 

The notion of 'feminist epistemology I ies', introduced in this chapter, leads to 
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methodologies. 

Epistemological constructs 
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In an important sense the discussions throughout this chapter constitute a 

feminist reading of some of the theoretical constructs of western epistemology, 

including some contemporary theoretical constructs of structuralism and 

postmodemism. In the author's view, poststructural feminism problematises 

western epistemological constructs by asking: 

Who can be a 'knower' (can women?); what tests beliefs must pass in order to be 
legitimated as knowledge (only tests against men's experiences and observations?); 

what kinds of things can be known (can 'subjective truths' count as knowledge?) 
(Harding 1987, p.3) 

Some poststructural feminist scholars argue that traditional epistemologies 

'whether intentionally or unintentionally, systematically exclude the possibility 

that women could be 'knowers' or agents of knowledge' (Harding 1987, p. 3). 

The poststructural feminist position which the author takes is that traditional 

western epistemologies are 'historical, social, political and cultural dimensions 

of patriarchal knowledge, and the western metaphysical tradition which it 

formed and to which it belongs' (Grosz 1990a, p. 59). 

The meaning which the author gives to patriarchal knowledge systems is that 

they are constructed out of knowledges which exclude female subjects of 

knowledge, thereby serving to exclude women from 'the powerful public 

discourses of knowledge in western culture' (Pateman 1988, p. 43). It is argued 

by some feminist scholars that these public discourses of knowledge are created 

and 'legitimated' by historically male-dominated institutions of public learning 

from which women were excluded until this century, and even then, 

discouraged from entering (Spender 1982, p. 83, in Gunew 1990, p. 15). 

Some of the arguments summarised above, re-emerge in Chapter Four's 

discussion of the exclusion, or marginalisation of women in social science 

disciplines (Harding 1987) whose androcentric nature serves to exclude or 

marginalise women both as the subjects and agents of research (Smith 1987; 
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Harding 1987, 1991; Harstock 1987). Some poststructural feminist scholars argue 

that the metaphysical binary constructions, 'male/female', 'reason/non-reason', 

'culture/nature' serve to exclude women from the claims to 'truth' made in 

western patriarchal knowledge systems (1990, p. 16). 

Women, who were doubly denied access to this truth by their metaphysical location 
in 'non-reason', and their historical exclusion from the academic institutions which 
legitimated knowledge, were thereby excluded from the construction of the knowing 

subject whose construction as unified human subject, rendered women invisible. 
(Gunew 1990, p. 17) 

In the author's view, feminist interrogations of 'claims to truth' about women 

in western epistemology are largely shaped by poststructuralism's 

deconstruction of the discursive formations in metaphysical texts, and by its 

interrogation of the relationship between knowledge and power and the subject 

(Derrida 1973, 1974). The author's discussion in this chapter on the relationship 

between feminism and poststructuralism focuses on certain poststructural 

strategies which the author claims, have assisted feminist studies. Feminist 

strategies, for example, of deconstructing binary configurations such as 

'male/female', 'same/other', and their discursive construction of female as 

'other' to male (Grosz 1990a, pp. 93-95) exemplify Derrida's poststructural 

strategies for deconstructing the master texts of western metaphysics. 

Other feminist strategies such as asking whose interests are served in the 

construction of western epistemology by and in institutions which exclude 

women (Gunew 1990, p. 19) exemplify poststructural strategies used by Foucault 

to examine ways in which discourses operate to construct and legitimate the 

truths which serve dominant interests: 

Perhaps we should abandon a whole tradition that allows us to imagine that 
knowledge can exist only where the power relations are suspended and that knowledge 

can develop only outside its injunctions, its demands, and its interests. We should 
admit rather that power produces knowledge; that power and knowledge directly 

imply one another; that there is no power relation without the correlative 
constitution of a field of knowledge, nor any knowledge that does not presuppose and 

constitute at the same time power relations. 
(Foucault 1979, p . 27) 

The discussion of the relationship between the theoretical frameworks of 

feminism and poststructuralism begins by considering Foucault's strategies for 

interrogating claims to truth and his examination of their construction in 

discourses. In the author's view Foucault's strategies are central to this study's 

investigation of gendered discourses in adult literacy, and its interrogation of 
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the 'truths' they construct and the interests they serve. In the following brief 

discussion, the author provides a rationale for her selection of Foucauldian 

poststructural strategies by considering competing positions on claims to truth 

available in the theoretical constructs of structuralism. The discussion includes 

understandings of how Foucault came to construct the notion of discourses 

from his critiquing of structural epistemological constructs. 

As stated earlier, the term 'poststructuralism' is read in this discussion as an 

'umbrella term' (Young 1981, p. 1) for certain positions emerging regarding the 

'limits' of structuralist positions on 'knowledge, social theories and social 

change' (Walton forthcoming, 1995, p. 42). Broadly speaking, structuralist 

theories in various fields of social enquiry are informed by understandings that 

human behaviours constitute elements of self-regulating systems which 

determine the relationships between these elements and ensure that new 

elements do not disrupt the structure or threaten the balance of relationships 

(Milner 1991, pp. 48-69): 

(Structuralism is) an approach to the study of human culture, centred on the search for 
constraining patterns, or structures, which claims that individual phenomena have 

meaning, only by virtue of their relation to other phenomena as elements within a 
systematic structure. 

(Milner 1991, p. 61) 

In considering its relationship with the central theoretical constructs of western 

epistemology, it is argued that structuralism relies on binary opposites such as 

'element/system', 'agent/structure' to construct a knowledge system capable of 

being known by 'rational' subjects of knowledge. It is also argued that structural 

theories take for granted the 'existence of a benign self-regulating system in 

which change and conflict are considered inherently threatening and 

dysfunctional' (Walton, forthcoming, 1995, p. 39). 

Poststructural critiques of structuralism, summarised above, interrogate 

structuralism's self-regulating 'agent/ structure' model for excluding the notion 

of subjects as agents for change, and producing a unitary construction of subjects 

located within 'universally applicable' systems of knowledge (Walton 1994, p. 

40): 



45 

One can agree that structuralism formed the most systematic effort to evacuate the 
concept of the event, not only from ethnology but from a whole series of other sciences 
and in the extreme case from history. But the important thing is to avoid trying to do 

for the event what was previously done with the concept of structure. It's not a matter 
of locating everything on one level, that of the event, but of realizing that there is 

actually a whole order of levels of different types of events, differing in amplitude, 
chronological breadth, and capacity to produce effects. 

(Foucault 1980 interview, in Rabinow 1984, p. 56) 

Certain structuralist theories on the organisation of the social body are referred 

to as 'modernism', which is characterised by 'totalising' theories to explain all 

human behaviour and events in terms of single causes and to look to 

knowledge and reason to liberate people from oppressive institutions and 

practices (C. Luke & A. Luke 1992, pp. 7-9). Poststructural critiques of modernist 

theories for their restatement of enlightenment 'narratives of progress', have 

been drawn on to critique progressivist and critical theories in adult education 

(Luke & Gore 1992; Walkerdine 1990) in Chapter Two. 

Foucault's 'poststructural' critiquing of structuralism is said to emerge in his 

analyses of knowledge systems in western epistemology, beginning with his 

'archeological method' of investigating knowledge systems in his writings 

between1961 and 1972, and in the re-working of his ideas in the 'geneaological 

method' in works written between 1973 and1984. Foucault's 'archeological 

method' (Madness and Civilisation, 1961; The Birth of the Clinic, 1963; The 

Order of Things , 1966) can be described as a strategy for investigating 'rules of 

formation' and the 'conditions of possibility' (Foucault 1974, pp. 140-141, in 

Rabinow 1984, p. 4) of claims to truth in western epistemology. The strategy 

which Foucault uses in these works, is not to refute claims to truth but to 

'historicise' them by examining the social function that such claims have played 

in the context of practices 'such as economics, technology, politics, sociology 

which can serve them as conditions of formation ... that make the regularities of 

science possible' (Foucault 1974, p. 160, in Rabinow 1984, p. 4): 

The goal of my work during the last twenty years has not been to analyze the 
phenomena of power, nor to elaborate the foundations of such an analysis. My 

objective instead, has been to create a history of the different modes by which, in our 
culture, human beings are made subjects. 

(Foucault 1982, p. 208, in Rabinow1984, p. 7) 

In examining specific practices, such as medicine and psychiatry, and their 

institutions, it is argued that Foucault shifts knowledge away from the central 

position of structuralist theories to the local and specific (McHoul & Grace 1993, 
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p. 21), and shifts the focus of philosophical investigation from the 'why' to the 

'how': 

Let us not ... ask why certain people want to dominate, what they seek, what is their 
overall strategy. Let us ask, instead, how things work at the level of those continuous 

and uninterrupted processes which subject our bodies, govern our gestures, dictate our 
behaviours. 

(Foucault 1977, p. 97) 

It is suggested that Foucault's 'suspicion' of structuralist constructions of power 

leads him to reconstruct the notion of power in traditional western systems of 

knowledge, particularly structuralism (McHoul & Grace 1993, p. 37). Whereas 

structuralist theories of power emphasise the totalising hegemony of central 

authority, Foucault emphasises the diffused and everywhere-present networks 

of power in 'capillary formations' and 'ever-changing grids': 'It seems to me 

that power is 'always already there', that one is never 'outside' it, that there are 

no 'margins' for those who break with the system' (Foucault 1977, p. 141). 

Foucault describes power as diffused through 'technologies and apparatuses of 

social regulation' constituted in physical or material practices, such as 

'surveillance', and in non-material practices which regulate behaviours 

through 'the power of the Norm': 

The Normal is established as a principle of coercion in teaching with the introduction 
of a standardised education; it is established in the effort to organise a national 

medical profession and a hospital system capable of operating general norms of 
health. Like surveillance and with it, normalisation becomes one of the great 

instruments of power at the end of the classical age. 
(Foucault 1979, p. 184) 

Whereas structuralism views power as repressive and negative, Foucault views 

power as positive and productive, particularly in relation to its production of 

discourses: 

What makes power hold good, what makes it accepted, is simply the fact that it 
doesn't only weigh on us as a force that says no, but that it traverses and produces 

things, it induces pleasure, forms knowledge, produces discourse. It needs to be 
considered as a productive network which runs through the whole social body, much 

more than as a negative instance whose function is repression. 
(Foucault 1980 interview, in Rabinow 1984, p. 61) 
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Discourses and subjectivities 

Foucault first uses the term 'discourse' to describe the 'historically specific 

relationships between disciplines (bodies of knowledge) and disciplinary 
practices (forms of social control and social possibility)' (McHoul & Grace 1993, p. 

26). The author uses Foucault's understanding of discourses, as 'what can be 

said under certain conditions and in specific histories' (1993, p. 28) in her own 

understanding of the problem of gendered discourses which the thesis seeks to 

investigate. By relativising and pluralising claims to truth - pointing out 'the 

sheer fact that things could have been otherwise' - Foucault problematises 

universalist notions of knowledge (McHoul & Grace 1993, p . 33), and provides 

the author with poststructuralist positions for viewing knowledges as 

statements which 'come to count' as true or false, relative to what it is possible 

to know at specific times and places. 

The author takes up Foucault's understanding that practices which make 

knowledges possible function as 'games of truth' whose rules imply relations of 

power: 

So it was that I was led to pose the problem knowledge/ power, which is not for me the 
fundamental problem but an instrument allowing the analysis ... of the problem of 

relationships between the subject and games of truth. 
(Foucault 1984b, pp. 9-10) 

Foucault's statement of the 'problem' as the relationship between subjects and 

'games of truth' is important to the author's investigation of the problem of 

gendered discourses in the organisation of work. Taking up Foucault's position 

in reading some of the literature on organisational theories and practices, for 

example, the author finds that phallocentric discourses create gender-discursive 

'games of truth' which 'normalise' subjects of work who separate the public 

from the private, or construct themselves as gender-neutral (Acker 1990; 

Jackson 1991). In the author's view, however, the power relationship between 

discursive 'games of truth' and subjectivities is problematic and marked by 

resistances, such as those read in accounts of the women taking part in the 

research. The author finds that most of these women have a resistant 

relationship with 'games of truth' in dominant discourses on work, and 

frequently take up different subject positions in regard to their 'games of truth'. 
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Any discussion, such as this one, on Foucault's theories on discoures and 

subjectivities need to take into account his changing positions in regard to the 

power relationships between subjects and discourses. In the course of his 

writings, Foucault moves between positions which emphasise the power of 

discourses to construct subjectivities, and those which view subjects as able to 

construct themselves in discourses (Grosz 1990, pp. 80-110). In his critique of 

the 'knowing subject' of Western philosophy (The Order of Things ,1966), 

Foucault emphasises the power of discourses to construct subjectivities in the 

rules 'governing' certain practices such as the study of sciences: 

I should like to know whether the subjects responsible for scientific discourse are not 
determined in their situation, their function, their perceptive capacity and their 
practical possiblities by conditions that dominate and even overwhelm them. In 

short, I tried to explore scientific discourses not from the point of view of the 
individuals who are speaking, nor from the point of view of the formal structures of 
what they are saying, but from the point of view of the rules that come into play in 

the very existence of such discourse. 
(Foucault 1966, p. xiv) 

Foucault proposes that these 'rules of formation' constitute self-legitimating 

systems of knowledge which construct 'truths' about subjects: 

These power/knowledge relations are to be analyzed, therefore, not on the basis of a 
subject of knowledge who is or is not free in relation to the power system, but on the 

contrary ... as so many effects of these fundamental implications of power-knowledge 
and their historical transformation. 

(Foucault 1979, in Rabinow 1984, p. 175) 

Foucault's positions on the discursive formations of subjects have implications 

for poststructural feminist theories on the discursive constructions of female 

subjectivities (Braidotti 1990; McNay 1992). On the one hand, Foucault's 

emphasis on the power of discoures to construct subjectivities is of value to 

poststructural feminist investigations of the female subjects constructed in 

dominant discourses. In the author's view, Foucault's methods for 

interrogating the discursive construction of subjects assists this study to read the 

subject positions of women within the discursive formations of work practices, 

and in the knowledge systems of organisational theories, which claim universal 

and objective truths about them. The author has drawn on some poststructural 

feminist literature to interrogate the interests served by these claims and the 

conditions which make them possible (Acker 1990; Jackson 1991). This includes 

the interrogation of certain claims to truth about the female subject of education 

in the discourses of educational policies (Yates 1993; Clark1993) and about the 
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female subject of adult literacy education in particular (Gilding 1994; Butler & 

Brown 1993). 

Foucault elaborates on his notion of the power relationship between discourses 

and subjectivities in his 'genealogical' investigations of social institutions and 

their discursive practices (Discipline and Punish, 1977,The History of Sexuality, 

1978). He describes discourses as configurations through which a plurality of 

powers can operate on subjects in an 'ever-changing grid, or network': 

Power is not possessed, it acts in the very body and over the whole surface of the social 
field according to a system of relays, modes of connection, transmission, distribution 

etc. Power acts through the smallest elements: the family, sexual relations but also: 
residential relations, neighbourhoods, etc. 

(Foucault 1978, p. 84, in Morris and Patton 1978, p. 60). 

Foucault emphasises, however, that there are sites of resistance available to 

subjects along the networks of power: 

Furthermore this power is not exercised simply as an obligation or a prohibition on 
those who 'do not have it'; it invests them, is transmitted by them and through them; 

it exerts pressure on them, just as they themselves, in their struggle against it, resist 
the grip it has on them ... Lastly they are not univocal; they define innumerable 
points of confrontat ion, focuses of instability, each of which has its own risks of 

conflict, of struggles, and of an at least temporary inversion of the power relations. 
(Foucault 1979, in Rabinow 1984, p. 174) 

Foucault's emphasis on the power of subjects to resist dominant discourses and 

their discursive constructions of truth is seen as valuable to poststructural 

feminist theories on the self-constructing female subject. It is argued that the 

location of discursive power in subjects makes it possible for female subjects to 

challenge the subject positions available to them in dominant discourses (Grosz 

1990, p. 90). Some poststructural feminis t authors reviewed for this study, for 

example, argue that female subjects resist the dominant discourses on 

knowledges and skills in current adult education policies (Butler & Brown 1993; 

Gilding 1994). Other authors working in the field of adult literacy education 

give accounts in the literature of ways in which female subjects of education 

resist the claims to truth in discourses around male-referenced pedagogical 

practices (McCann 1994; Prior 1994; Bowen 1994b). 

Some feminists argue, however, that Foucault's notion of resistance gives 

'under-attention' to gendered experiences of women (McNay 1992, p. 76). It is 

argued that Foucault's focus on material practices in formal institutions, such as 
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prisons and asylums, is of problematic value to feminist studies of women's 

resistance to the 'disciplinary regime of femininity' which takes place in 

personal and social relationships in less formal social institutions such as the 

family: 'This absence of a formal institutional structure creates the impression 

that the assumption of femininity by female subjects is either natural or 

voluntary' (McNay 1992, p . 33). In the author's view, these feminist arguments 

are of some relevance to this study reading of gendered discourses in the social 

organisation of work, particularly in regard to the notion of a 'job ceiling' 

(Mickelson 1992) as a non-material discursive practice which serves to exclude 

women from accessing or participating fully in the public domain. The author's 

reading of the research also finds that some of the women interviewed are 

caught up in non-material 'disciplinary regimes' which make possible a 

masculinist discourse of work as a 'gendered subtext' (Acker 1990) of non

material discursive practices. 

The author also shares some poststructural feminist critiques of the tendency in 

Foucault's work to construct a unitary, gender-neutral discursive subject, which 

problematises the poststructural project to localise and historicise discursive 

claims to truth about women (Braidotti 1990, p.42). It is argued that 'sexual 

difference simply does not play a role in the Foucauldian universe, where the 

technology of subjectivity refers to a desexualised and general 'human subject' 

(1990, p. 87). In his investigation of power in terms of the ways in which it 

operates on human bodies (The Discourse on Language,1972), for example, 

Foucault fails to recognise the specificity of women's bodies, and the different 

ways in which power is inscribed on male and female bodies (Grosz 1990b, p. 

108): 

The body is directly involved in a political field; power relations have an immediate 
hold upon it; they invest it, mark it, train it, torture it, force it to carry out tasks, to 

perform ceremonies, to emit signs. 
(Foucault 1972, p. 38) 

It is argued that Foucault's conflating of female and male subjectivities, and his 

construction of the female subject as 'other' to the male subject of sexuality (The 

History of Sexuality, vol. 1, 1979) constitute a reproduction of the unitary 

gender-neutral subject in the binary 'same/ other' construct of phallocentric 

discourses (McNay 1992, p. 31; Gunew 1990, p. 21; Grosz 1990b, p. 37). The 

author takes up these poststructural feminist arguments that some aspects of 

Foucault's theories on discourse, power and the subject are problematic to the 

feminist project of exploring the specific ways in which women are positioned 
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in discursive formations of power and knowledge (McNay 1992). Poststructural 

feminist positions in regard to the perceived failure of poststructuralism to 

recognise phallocentrism can be said to constitute a 'distinctively feminist 

stance' (Flax 1990 , p . 52) within poststructuralism. In the author's view, the 

development of a distinctively poststructural feminist position on female 

subjectivities assists understanding of 'different' or 'autonomous' subject 

positions constructed by women in the study's literature review and research. 

It is clear that Foucault's later position on the power of agents to construct 

themselves in discourses, opens a space for discussing the nature and degree of 

autonomy which subjects have: 

A d istinction must be made here. In the first place, I do believe that there is no 
sovereign, founding subject, a universal form of subject to be found everywhere ... I 

believe, on the contrary, that the subject is constituted through practices of subjection, 
or, in a more autonomous way, through practices of liberation, of liberty ... on the basis 

of course, of a number of rules, styles, inventions to be found in the cultural 
environment. 

(Foucault 1984b, pp. 50-51} 

Some poststructural feminists read Foucault's 'constructive reworking of the 

autonomous subject of the Enlightenment' as the construction of possibilities 

for subjects to make new meanings within and between discourses, rather than 

outside of them (McNay 1992, pp.l17-131). The author takes up this position in 

reading the notion of an 'autonomous female subject' of education (Clark 1992; 

Bowen 1994) as one capable of making new meanings which go beyond 

phallocentric discourses of education rather than outside them. 

Foucault emphasises the power of subjects to construct themselves through 

'technologies of the self', such as psychoanalysis (The History of Sexuality vols. 

2 & 3, 1984): 

I am interested ... in the way in which the subject constitutes himself in an active 
fashion, by the practices of self, these practices are nevertheless not something that 

the individual invents by himself. They are patterns that he finds in his culture and 
which are proposed, suggested and imposed on him by his culture, his society and his 

social group. 
(Foucault 1988b, p. 11) 

It is argued that Foucault's restoring of power to the subject to self-fashion 

themselves 'as a work of art' (Foucault 1984b, p. 351) is of value to feminist 

theorising of female subjectivities as self-constructed rather than simply 
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constructed in patriarchy (McNay 1992, p . 4) and that it validates feminist 

standpoint theories for 're-discovering and re-evaluating the experiences of 

women' (McNay 1992, p .3). It is claimed that Foucault's notion of the self as 

active agent assists feminist theories to shift from essentialist and universa list 

constructions of female subjectivities 'to a consideration of what women might 

become if they intervene in the processes that shape their lives ' (McNay 1992, p. 

115). 

Foucault's location of the 'self-transforming' subject within 'certain network(s) 

of practices of power and constraining institutions' (Foucault 1988b, p.17) assists 

the author's reading of certain tensions and conflicts for women involved in 

the study's research who 'try out' different subject positions in the discourses 

which shape their working lives. The author draws on some poststructural 

feminist arguments in the literature review that women working in 

contemporary institutions, such as education, are not unitary subjects of a s ingle 

discourse, but are 'produced at a nexus of subjectivities, in relations of power 

which are constantly shifting, rendering them at one moment powerful and at 

another powerless' (Walkerdine 1990, p . 3). 

In the author's view, Foucault's theories make available to this study's read ing 

of its research a frame for understanding discourses around the organisation of 

work. They assist the reading to understand also the relationship between 

knowledge, power and the subject of work which is created by and in 

phallocentric gendered discourses in organisational theories and practices. 

Foucault's theories also assist this study's reading of its research to understand 

the way female subjects of work are able to construct their own subjectivities 

within these discourses. 

It has been argued that Foucault's understandings of discourses, power and the 

subject are not fixed but change throughout the body of his work. These changes 

in Foucault's ideas are important to this chapter's discussion on the ways in 

which feminist theorists have responded to these changes and, in considering 

their meanings for female subjects of discourses, have taken up critiquing 

positions. It is claimed that these critiquing positions constitute the relationship 

between poststructural feminist theories of discourses and subjectivities and the 

poststructural theories 'out of which they were formed ' (Grosz 1990a, p . 110). 
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Deconstructive strategies 

This chapter's discussion on the relationship between poststructuralism and 
feminist theories includes a consideration of the value to feminist studies of 

French philosopher, Jacques Derrida's strategy of 'deconstruction' (1973; 1974). 

In the author's view, Derrida's deconstruction strategy makes available to 

feminist theories a strategy for understanding the discursive formation of 

'truths' about women in the texts of western epistemology: 

It is to poststructuralism that I tum for an account which will allow us to examine how 
it comes about that gender difference is produced in fictional ways which have power 

in that they ... form the basis of the 'truth about women' which .. . has to be 
desparately reasserted for fear that it is not true. 

(Wal.kerdine 1990, p . 135). 

In the author's view also, poststructural feminist deconstructive strategies assist 

the author to 'read' this study's research in a way which deconstructs discursive 

formations of 'truths' about women in the organisational practices described by 

the women taking part in the study's research. In the following brief 

discussion, the author provides a rationale for her selection of Derridean 

poststructural strategies for 'reading' texts and the discursive meanings which 

they construct. 

Derrida argues that discursive meanings constructed in metaphysical texts are 

resistant to structural linguistic analysis and require a poststructural strategy 

which is capable of recognising simultaneous and multiple meanings jointly 

constructed by the writers and readers of texts. Derrida argues that here are no 

'fixed meanings once and for all' because both the readers' and writers' 

meanings are 'at best temporary, specific to the discourses within which (they) 

are produced and open to challenge' (Weedon 1987, p. 4). It is argued in Chapter 

Four that poststructural deconstruction of the texts of social science research has 

assisted poststructural feminists to challenge the construction of 'fixed 

meanings' about women in androcentric research (Haraway 1991; Lather 1991). 

Derrida proposes a strategy for readings texts 'by working from the inside' (1974, 

p. 23) to undermine its meanings: 
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The movements of deconstruction d o not destroy structures from the outside. They are 
not possible and effective, nor can they take active aim, except by inhabiting those 

structures. Operating necessarily from the inside, borrowing all the strategic and 
economic resources of subversion from the old structure, borrowing them structurally, 

that is to say without being able to isolate their elements and atoms, the enterprise of 
deconstruction always in a certain way falls prey to its own work. 

(Derrida 1974, p . 24) 

Deconstruction is said to be a strategy for using the linguistic system against 

itself to reveal what has been left out, and at the same time revealing the 

necessity of leaving out what cannot be included without subverting the 

meaning of the text. Derrida's statement, 'il n 'ya pas de hors-texte - there is 

nothing outside the text', describes the way in which Derridean deconstruction 

marks a departure from structural critical strategies of using outside knowledge 

to critique meanings inside a text (Norris 1982, p . SO). It is argued that Derrida's 

deconstructive strategy assists feminist analyses of the way discursive 

formations suppress knowledge in order to construct 'truths' about women 

(Grosz 1990a, p. 101). 

In Derrida's critique of some assumed truths of western metaphysics, he draws 

attention to the way metaphysical texts privilege unmediated self presence as a 

criteria for truth. He gives the name 'logocentrism' to the notion tha t language, 

in particular spoken language ('phonocentrism'), is an unmediated means of 

realising the self-presence of truth (Norris 1982, pp. 67-70): 

ln order to understand where the power of the voice lies, and how metaphysics, 
philosophy and the determination of being as presence constitute the epoch of speech 

as technical mastery of objective being, to properly unders tand the unity of teclme and 
plrone, we must think through the objectivity of the object. 

(Derrida 1973, p. 75) 

Some poststructural feminists argue, for example, that the texts of western 

philosophy repress and devalue the feminine (Irigaray 1985b, pp. 68-85) by 

presenting truth as a self-evident unmediated presence (logocentrism) of a 

masculine subject (phallocentrism). It is argued that Derrida's strategy of 

deconstruction constitutes a postructural strategy for working from within the 

texts of western epistemology to interrogate the 'self-legitimating authority of 

patriarchal knowledges (Grosz 1990, p . 93), and to undermine 'the fiction of the 

self-determining subject of humanism' (Lather 1991, p. 119). In the author's 

view, Derrida's notion of 'logocentrism' is relevant to poststructural feminist 

critiques of social science research which shape the author's textual 

representation of this study's research. It is suggested that the application of 
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poststructural deconstruction to social science texts has assisted feminist 

research methodologies to ensure that their texts 'do not appear to write 

themselves or produce a certain appearance of transparance where a found 

world is assumed' (Lather 1991, p. 124), and that researchers place themselves in 

the research picture (Harding 1987) in order not to assume an 'un-mediated self

presence', what Haraway (1988, p. 584) calls the 'god-trick ... a way of being 

nowhere while claiming to be everywhere'. 

Derrida's deconstructive strategy of interrogating the 'self-determining subject 

of humanism' is clearly of value to poststructural feminist theories on the 

male-referenced subject of western phallocentric knowledge systems (Gunew 

1990; Grosz 1990a). In his deconstruction of some of the 'master texts' of western 

metaphysics, including the works of Plato, Rousseau, Hegel and Neitzsche, it is 

claimed that Derrida's undermining of the theoretical construct of binary 

opposition (Grosz 1990a, p . 93) provides a model to assist feminist theories to 

undermine the discursive construction of a 'battery' of binary opposites, such as 

'sex/gender', 'culture/nature' which devalue or render invisible the female 

subject of knowledge. 

Derrida's deconstruction of binary opposition is constituted in reversing the 

binaries, then displacing them by making possible a third meaning which is 

both and neither of the binary terms. Derrida argues that the construct of binary 

opposition in western metaphysics privileges the value of the first term and 

obscures the dependence of the first term on its opposite to make meaning 

(Derrida 1973, p. 78). That is to say, Derrida's deconstruction of binary 

configurations makes visible the unequal relationship of privilege in binary 

configurations such as 'male/female' and the d iscursive construction of 

'female' as 'other' to 'male' (Grosz 1990a, pp. 93-95). One of the strategies which 

Derrida makes available to feminist theories, therefore, is to re-construct these 

binary configurations by 'displacing the dependent term from its negative 

position to a place that locates it as the very condition of the positive term' 

(Lather 1991, p. 13). 

In the author's view, the importance of Derrida's theoretical re-construction of 

binary configurations to this study is the critique it provides of some feminist 

reconstructions which merely reverse the binaries. It is argued by some 

poststructural feminists that the strategy of reversing binary categories serves to 



56 

reproduce the essentialist and unitary notions underpinning their construction 

(Flax 1990; Lather 1991). The author applies this poststructural feminist critique 

in Chapter Two's review of some of the literature on feminist discourses in 

adult education where some of the authors are said to reproduce essentialist and 

unitary categories of the female subject of adult literacy education (Sanguinetti 

1994a, 1994b, 1994c; Angwin 1994a, 1994b; Bowen 1994a). 

Some poststructural feminists argue for replacing the binary with new 

constructions of 'complex and multiple' formations of subjectivity which 'offer 

a way to re-think essentialist constructions of gender' (C. Luke & A. Luke, 

forthcoming, 1994). The argument that essentialist notions of subjectivity can 

be informed by poststructuralist understandings of subjectivity as 'multilayered, 

changing and heterogenous ... indeterminate, partial and uncertain' (Walton, 

forthcoming, 1995, p. 77) is of interest to the author because of the emergence of 

essentialist notions in the reading of this study's research. The author is 

interested also in related poststructural feminist arguments that posts tructural 

readings of essentialist constructions of female subjectivities can unite sex and 

gender by constructing female subjectivities from knowledges grounded in 

bodily-sexed female experience (Threadgold 1990b, p. 24): 

Acknowledging the role of the sexed body in the construction of subjectivities means 
putting the sexual back into the social contract, refusing the elision of the private and 

the personal fom the public world , and in so doing, challenging the phallocentric 
assumption that legitimate products of knowledge exclude sexual, private, everyday 

meanings. 
(Threadgold 1990b, p. 12) 

The author takes up a poststructural feminist position which 're-thinks' 

essentialist constructions and unites sex and gender, in her reading of ways in 

which the women taking part in the research resist separating the knowledges 

grounded in their experiences with partners, parents and children from the 

knowledges of the public domain of work. The author's position regarding the 

unity of the categories of sex and gender is also important to the discussion in 

Chapter Four on the need for a feminist theory of sex/ gender to account for 

'women's ways of knowing': 

Feminist theories need to analyse the processes through which the female body is 
transformed into a feminine one, which involves rejecting the discontinuity between 

the female body and feminine gender, as implied by Foucault's sex/ gender d istinction, 
and recognising that the sexualisation of the female body is fundamental to the way 

in which women are socialised as individuals. 
(McNay 1992, p . 23) 



51 

The author takes the position that by problematising the division between 

'sex/ gender', feminist theories can make 'situated' and 'embodied' knowledge 

claims 'from the complex, contradictory, structuring and structured body' rather 

than 'from above, from nowhere' (Haraway 1991, p. 193). 

Feminist epistemologies 

Other poststructural feminists take up Derrida's positions in arguing for a more 

fluid and less coercive conceptual organisation of (binary) terms (Lather 1991, p . 

13) which 'transcends binary logic by simultaneously being both and neither of 

the binary terms' (1991, p . 13), thereby creating a space for the construction of a 

different feminist paradigm of knowledge. Within this feminist paradigm male 

and female subjectivities are said to be independent of the binary constructions 

of western epistemology (Grosz 1990a, pp. 93-95). 

The different poststructural positions on subjectivities outlined above, raise the 

question of what kind of a theory of knowledge is capable of constructing claims 

to truth from partial, complex and multiple subjectivities. Some poststructural 

feminists describe a 'feminis t epistemology' as one which is capable of 

constructing knowledges and subjects of knowledge 'different' to those 

constructed in traditional western epistemology. A feminist epistemology is 

characterised by the following features which are said to displace the central 

theoretical constructs of traditional epistemology: 

1. a deconstructive orientation to the modem and modernist theoretical traditions we 
inherit; 2. a p ost-universalistic mode of theorising; 3. a demonstration that binary 

constructions of difference not only specify a border that divides, but that this is 
simultaneously a border which unites, thus, an insistence on the instabilities and 

ambiguities of these constructions; 4. perspectivalism, which is a relation, not 
relativist, theory of knowledge ... ; 5. the conception of acts of theorising as 

historically con tingent ... 
(Yeatman 1994, p . 15) 

The author's position regarding feminist epis temologies, however, emphasises 

the need for it be 'p rovisional, open-ended and accepting of the relational 

nature of knowledge, grounded in the specific histories and cultures of female 

bodied subjects of knowledge' (Luke & Luke 1992, p. 5). It also emphasises the 

way subjects of knowledge speak from multiple and specific 'standpoints' 

constructed out of the contextual specificity of their knowledges and the 



multiple discourses in which they are located (Luke & Luke 1992, pp. S-9). In 

selecting her own poststructural feminist position regarding feminist 

epistemologies, the author is aware of the need to provide a rationale for not 

emphasising those aspects of feminist epistemology which are characterised as 

'postmodern'. 

Some feminist writers who theorise a feminist epistemology describe 

themselves as 'postmodern' in the emphasis which they give to the 

indeterminacy of subjectivities and the uncertainty of all knowledges (Haraway 

1991; Flax 1989). They argue that a postmodem emphasis on the 'partial and 

fragmented nature of knowledges' (Lather 1991, p. 86-94) is particularly valuable 

to feminist methodologies for recovering the fragmented plural knowledges of 

female subjects, and describing 'heterogeneous reality, the irreducible 

particularities which do not take well to dualistic categories' (Lather 1991, p. 124). 

There are concerns, however, shared by the author that postmodernism's 

emphasis on the 'endless deferral of certainties' misrepresents the 'provisional', 

'open-ended' and 'relational' nature of knowledges which poststructural 

theories ground in the specific histories and cultures of women rather than 

'float on a postmodern sea of uncertainty' (Luke & Gore 1992, p. 7). 

The differences between poststructuralism and postmodernism are viewed by 

some feminists as differences of emphases but for others they bring oppositional 

values regarding the relationship between feminist theories and the patriarchal 

constructs of western epistemology. While the postmodem view may be 

summarised as a refusal to work within patriarchal discourses - The master's 

tools will never dismantle the master's house' (Lorde 1984, in Lather 1991, p . 

133), the postructural view can be summarised as a strategy for moving from 

critique to construct (Grosz 1990a; Gunew 1990): 

Only through its own techniques can patriarchy be challanged and displaced ... 
overburdening them with their own ambiguities in order to create a space in which it 

is possible to d o otherwise. 
(Grosz 1989, p . 133, in Lather 1991 , p . 155) 

In the author's view, both poststructural and postmodem feminist theories are 

in agreement on the need for 'a situated, relational and perspectivalis t 

(standpoint) theory of knowledge' (Walton, forthcoming, 1995, p . 80) which can 

recover and explore some of women's partial and situated claims to knowledge 



which are suppressed in the epistemologies of phallocentric discourses (Flax 

1990, p. 55). 
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While a detailed discussion on the different emphases of poststructural and 

postrnodern feminist theories is ouside the scope of this study, some differences 

in poststructural and postmodern feminist positions are important to the 

author's selection of a poststructural position in regard to its methodology for 

recovering and exploring women's knowledges in the study's research. The 

author has taken a poststructural feminist position in her choice of a 

methodology which recognises the usefulness of traditional methods of research 

inquiry, such as the use of categorical schemas, but view them as 'provisional 

constructions rather than systemic formulations' (Lather 1991, p . 125). The 

author proceeds to Chapter Four for a fuller discussion on the feminist 

methodologies which shape this study's investigation of the problem of 

gendered discourses. 
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Chapter IV 

METHODOLOGICAL APPROACHES 

Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to relate the study's research design to the 

methodology selected by the author for conducting and reading the research, 

and so provide a rationale for the author's methods of analysing and discussing 

the study's research. The chapter brings together the thesis' research and 

theoretical components in that the author situates the discussion on 

methodologies within the theoretical framework of poststructural feminism. 

That is to say, the author frames the discussion on methodologies within 

poststructural feminist critiques of the construction of knowledge and female 

subjects of knowledge, in social science epistemology. 

Certain questions emerged in Chapter Three's discussions concerning methods 

of inquiry in western epistemology which the author now addresses in this 

chapter: 

Who can be a 'knower' (can women?); what tests must beliefs pass in order to be 
legitimated as knowledge (only tests against men's experiences and observations?); 

what kinds of things can be known (can 'subjective truths' count as knowledge?). 
(Harding 1986, p .3) 

By attempting to address these three questions both in the context of 

poststructural feminist theories and the study's own investigation of the 

problem of gendered discourses, the author hopes to provide a rationale for the 

methodology chosen to undertake the study's investigations. This will involve 

some lengthy discussion on methodologies available to the author in feminist 

empiricism, poststructuralism and postmodernism. Given the author's 

gendered construction of the study's research problem, this chapter includes 

some discussion on the notion of gender in research design. It is argued in 
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some of the literature reviewed for this study, that feminist theories on social 

science require a theory of gender: 

... to define gender as an analytic category within which humans think about and 
organise their social activity rather than as a natural consequence of sex difference, or 
even merely as a social variable assigned to individual people in different ways from 

culture to culture. 
(Harding 1986, p . 17) 

Working within the theoretical frameworks of poststructural feminisms 

(Threadgold 1992; Grosz 1992; Gunew 1991), and informed by the literature of 

some poststructural feminist writers (C. Luke 1992; Walkerdine 1990; Gilbert 

1991), the author takes the position that gender is a 'semiotic production of 

subjectivity' where female subjects are constructed in experiences mediated by 

cultural and social practices 'across a multiplicity of discourses, positions and 

meanings which are often in conflict with one another' (de Lauretis 1987, pp. ix

x, in Haraway 1991, p. 147). The author takes the view that this study's 

investigations need a category of gender to 'theorise the corporeal reality' 

(McNay 1992, p. 23) of female experiences and 'to explore what counts as a 

"woman" (Haraway 1991, p. 147) through the methodology used. 

The author takes a poststructural feminist position in widening the definition 

of 'methodology' beyond 'method' or 'techniques for gathering evidence' to 

include the 'selection of problems for investigation and the relationship 

between the researcher and the subject/informer' in the design and conduct of 

research (Harding 1987, pp. 1-2; 1989, pp. 26-28). In the author's view, the wider 

meaning given by poststructural feminist theories to 'methodology' is able to 

address some of the 'ambivalences and contradictions' (Harding1986, p. 141) 

involved in using both empiricist and non-empiricist (poststructural) elements 

in this study's research design. 

The empiricist elements of the research design are constituted in the 

ethnographic approach to conducting research through recording, transcribing 

and organising data into research categories. The author takes a poststructural 

approach, however, in using the research categories to problematise meanings 

available in dominant gendered discourses and to construct meanings from 

knowledges shared by the author and the research participants, 'which each 

knows and relies on as being the same for each other' (Smith 1987). The author 

also takes a poststructural feminist approach in selecting as the problem for 



62 

investigation 'behaviours which traditional social scientists have not thought 

significant' (Harding 1987, p. 2). The author has chosen to locate the problem 

for investigation in a field which is marginalised in the masculinist discourses 

of vocational education and training (Gilding 1994; Butler & Brown 1993). The 

under-attention given to the work of women in the field of adult literacy 

education (Bowen 1994; National Board of Employment, Education and 

Training 1993) suggests that it is not considered as 'significant' in mainstream 

research. 

It could be argued that most of the behaviours investigated in this study, such as 

the supposedly gender-neutral representation of organisations, employees and 

career structures, are not seen as problematic from the s tandpoint of male 

experiences in the institutions which administer adult literacy education. From 

the author's standpoint, however, her own experiences in these institutions 

problematise the gender-neutral representations in discourses around the work 

of adult literacy education. In refusing to separate her own gendered 

experiences from the origins of the research problem, the author takes a 

poststructural feminist position which 'places the researcher within the frame 

of the research picture ... as a real, historical individual (rather than) an 

invisible, anonymous voice of authority' (Harding 1987, p . 9). 

The author takes a poststructural feminist position also, in legitimating the 

study's claims to truth in the subjective accounts of embodied experiences 

provided in the research. The author's position in regard to the objectivity of 

this study's research method is based on the claim that the researcher and the 

researched are placed in the same epistemological plane through their common 

experiences and knowledges in the field being investigated. By placing the 

researcher in the same research picture, and in the same 'epistemological plane' 

as the researched (Harding 1987; Smith 1987) it is argued that feminist 

methodologies are able to recognise that 'cultural beliefs and behaviours of 

feminist researchers shape the results of their analyses' (Moore 1988, p . 191). 

The author takes a 'distinctively' feminist approach in recognising the gendered 

knowledges of both the subjects and agent of research in this study. 

The author grounds the reading of the research in certain knowledges 

constructed by female subjects, unders tanding that their claims to knowledge 

are marginalised in the discursive construction of western epistemological 
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inquiries (Grosz 1990; Gunew 1990). By taking a poststructural feminist position 

which emphasises the power of female subjects to make their own meanings in 

phallocentric discourses (McNay 1992; Luke & Gore 1992), the author legitimates 

the claims to knowledge made by the female subjects of the research, as 

'knowers' of gendered discourses in the specific historical and cultural 

conditions in which they are living and working. 

In grounding the study's claims to knowledge exclusively in the accounts of 

women, the author draws on the arguments of feminist empiricism that 

'women as a group are more likely than men as a group to produce claims 

unbiased by androcentrism' (Harding 1987, p. 184). The author also draws on 

the arguments of poststructural feminists that feminist epistemologies 'prefer 

women's experiences to men's as reliable bases for knowledge claims' (1987, p. 

10). The author can be said, therefore, to take both an empiricist and 

poststructural position in preferring the accounts of women as a basis for 

making some 'partial' claims to knowledge on gendered discourses in the 

working lives of women. In the view of the author, the study's claims to 

authority largely rest on the shared context of k.nowledges of the woman 

researcher and the women researched (Smith 1987; Harding 1987, 1991). The 

shared 'otherness' of the researcher and researched provides a common 

standpoint from which to analyse the construction, maintenance and 

disruption of gendered discourses in the social organisation of work. In one 

sense, the author views this study as part of feminism's emancipatory project to 

produce knowledges for and about women which are free of the androcentric 

accounts in traditional social science (Smith 1987; Harding 1987). 

The author has designed the research then, within a feminist schema of 

knowledges which recognises the experiences and values of women (Harding 

1987). The author regards these knowledges as 'partial, situated and embodied 

accounts' which construct a standpoint of 'collective subjectivity' (Haraway 

1991; Harstock 1987) from which to make the study's claims to truth. The 

notions of partial knowledges, and partial claims to knowledges, are central to 

some differences between poststructural and empiricist feminism which the 

author needs to address in this chapter. In the author's view, arguments for a 

poststructural feminist standpoint theory which both uses and goes beyond, 

feminist empiricism (Harding 1986, pp. 140-158; 1987, pp. 182-188; 1991, pp. 162-

183) provide a rationale for the author's dual empiricist/post-empiricist 

methodology for designing the study's research. 
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It is suggested that the 'ambivalences and contradictions' (Harding1986, p. 141) 

of feminist research which this study exemplifies in its use of both empiricist 

and poststructural elements, capture the 'important tensions' between feminist 

empiricism, poststructural and postmodem feminisms (Harding1987, p. 182). 

Such tensions are part of feminist science's 'transitional nature' as it moves 

from critiquing enlightenment and modernist epistemologies towards the 

construction of a 'successor science' of feminist epistemology (Harding1991, p. 

173). In the author's view, the chapter's discussions on feminist methodologies 

which underpin the research design for this study assist the understanding of 

what a feminist 'successor science' might look like. 

Feminist methodologies 

The discussion begins then, in relating questions of feminist methodology to 

the notion of poststructural feminist epistemologies touched on in Chapter 

Three. The definition given to poststructural feminist epistemologies in 

Chapter Three is that they are situated in the specific, insist on the constructed 

nature of knowledges, and recognise the standpoints from which knowledges 

are constructed (Lather 1991; Yeatman 1994). Some poststructural feminists 

argue that empiricist 'methodological tools of enlightenment reason' are 

problematic to feminist epistemologies in regard to 'discursive formations of 

inquiry, the systems of norms or rules that govern a certain way of thinking and 

writing at a certain time and place' (Lather 1991, p. 68). In the author's view, 

poststructural feminist deconstruction of the designs, procedural methods, and 

texts of enlightenment and modernist research projects, can reveal their 

discursive formations in the 'structuring mechanisms of social science, the way 

their texts use language so that it gives the appearance of clear, referential 

meanings ... to legitimise and regularise our sense of who we are and what is 

possible' (Lather 1991, pp. 68-89). 

It is argued that feminist theories can construct methods of poststructural 

feminist research inquiry which avoid the 'totalising discourses' of empiricist 

methodologies. It is claimed that poststructural feminist methodologies are 

capable of generating new and 'emancipatory' ways of knowing that interrupt 

power balances' in androcentric social research (1991, pp. 109-110): 
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To begin to understand how we are caught up in power situations of which we are, 
ourselves, the bearers is to foreground the limits of our lives and what we can do 

within those boundaries. 
(Lather 1991, p. 144) 

The idea that feminist research methodologies constitute an emancipatory 

aspect of feminist theories is important to some of the discussions in this 

chapter on the influence of neo-Marxist feminist theories on feminist research 

methodologies (Smith 1987; Harstock 1987). Feminists drawn to this position 

argue that a feminist standpoint based on Marxist understandings of power 

relations, 'by definition carries a liberatory potential ... to reveal patriarchal 

domination in socio-economic and political structures and institutions' 

(Harstock 1983, p . 158). Although postructural (Harding 1987, 1991) and 

postmodern (Flax 1990) feminists critique the modernist assumption of a reality 

to be liberated from, others (Haraway 1991; Lather 1991) argue that the 

modernis t insistence on the 'political nature of social research ... brings together 

scholarship and advocacy in order to generate new ways of knowing that 

interrupt power imbalances' (Lather 1991, p. 109-110). 

The discussions in this chapter describe some tensions between poststructural 

and postmodern feminist theories in regard to feminist research undertaken 

within western empiricist and modernist traditions between the 1960's and 

1980's (Gilligan 1982; Chodorow 1978; Rosaldo 1974, in Harding 1991, pp. 120-

150). The author's reading of the historical development of 'distinctively' 

feminist theories on methodology emphasise the way feminist empiricist 

research was shaped by the need to problematise the androcentric nature of 

traditional social science research: 

Carol Gilligan (1982) asks why male theorists have been unable to see women's moral 
reasoning as valuable. Joan Kelly-Gadol (1976) asks if women really did share in the 
'human progress' taken to characterise the Renaissance. Ruth Hubbard (1983) asks if 

it is really true, as mainstream interpretations of evolutionary theory would lead one 
to believe, that only men have evolved. 

(Harding 1989, p. 28) 

According to some contemporary feminists (Harding 1986, 1987, 1989, 1991), 

including those described as taking a postmodem position (Flax 1990; Haraway 

1991), feminist research grounded in empiricist traditions fails to challenge the 

'androcentric nature' (Harding 1987, p. 7) of traditional empiricism. They argue 

that feminist methodologies need to be grounded in feminist epistemologies 
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which go beyond traditional methodologies for legitimating claims to 

knowledge or truth (Gunew 1990). Some poststructural feminists, however, 

have concerns that postmodern positions on feminist methodology under

value the 'innovative shifts' in subject matter and research design wh ich earlier 

feminist research projects brought to the positivist empiricist tradition in which 

they were working: 

We can ask what the point would be of elaborating a theory of the distinctive nature 
of feminist inquiry that excluded the best feminist biological and social science 

research from satisfying its criteria. 
(Harding 1989, p. 26) 

In the author's view also, feminist empiricism is valuable to the feminist 

project of constructing distinctive fem inist methodologies: 

... exis ting within patriarchal paradigms of knowledge and borrowing from 
phallocentric d iscourses (is) a necessary s tep towards critiquing their texts from the 

perspective of feminism ... to construct a different paradigm of knowledge. 
(Grosz 1990a, p. 110) 

The author's approach to feminist empiricist research draws on some 

arguments of postructural feminist theorists, such as Harding (1986, 1987, 1989, 

1991). Although critical of the limitations of feminist research projects which go 

no further than to challenge the subject matter and design selection of 

androcentric empiricism, Harding acknowledges the power of feminist 

empiricism to make women's experiences 'an important new generator of 

scientific problematics and evidence' (1989, p. 29): 

Women's perspective on our own experiences provide important empirical and 
theoretical resources for feminist research. Within various different feminis t 

theoretical frameworks, they generate research problems and the hypotheses and 
concepts that guide research. They also serve as a resource for the design of research 

projects, the collection and interpretation of data, and the construction of evidence. 
(Harding 1989, p. 28) 

The author's employment of traditional empiricist elements in the study's 

research design gives importance to arguments around feminist poststructural 

and empiricist research in this chapter. Much of the chapter's discussion is 

organised around certain contested positions which the author takes in regard 

to the value of methodologies of feminist empiricism and poststructural 

feminism, with specific reference to this s tudy. 
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Feminist empiricism is critiqued by poststructural feminists for structuralist and 

modernist assumptions which reproduce a 'universalist narrative of social life', 

and assume that there is a 'real' world of women's experiences capable of being 

revealed by social science methodologies (Harding 1987, p. 188). Some 

poststructural feminist critiques of the epistemological constructs of 

structuralism and modernism have been touched on in Chapter Three. For the 

purposes of this chapter's discussion on methodologies, the author selects for 

consideration some poststructural feminist critiques of methodologies in social 

science research. It is argued, for example, that structuralist research, including 

feminist empiricist research (Chodorow 1978; Gilligan 1982, in Haraway 1991, 

pp. 135-140), is characterised by mono-causal approaches to analysing data, and 

frequently take a modernist position by using neo-Marxist 'single-system' 

analyses which are problematic to poststructural feminist theories (Harstock 

1983, in Haraway 1991, pp. 135-140). 

The author's position on feminist empiricist methodologies, however, takes 

into account some poststructural feminist arguments that feminist re-workings 

of neo-Marxist modernist theories bring a poststructural feminist stance to 

critical standpoint theories (Smith 1987, Harstock 1987 in Nielsen 1990). It is 

also argued (Moore 1988, p. 194; Harding 1991, p. 162) that feminist re

construction of female subjects and agents of social science research in the 

'theoretical and conceptual revisions' of the anthropology project' (Marcus & 

Fisher 1986) serves to interrogate the androcentric construction of the subjects of 

knowledge in traditional social science research (Moore 1988, p. 189). 

Poststructural feminist positions 

It is argued in Chapter Three that the poststructural interrogation of the 

subject(s) of knowledge(s) in western epistemology (Foucault 1966) opens a space 

for poststructural feminist theories to interrogate the gendered construction of 

the subject of knowledge in western epistemology (Braidotti 1990; Threadgold 

1990b). In the context of epistemological inquiries in the social sciences, 

postructural feminists interrogate the gendered construction of the subject of 

knowledge (Harding 1987; 1991) and the 'god trick' (Haraway 1991, p. 195) of 

androcentric discourses in social sciences whose self-legitimating claims to 

authority are made 'from above, from nowhere' (Haraway 1991, p. 195) in 

research texts 'that appear to tell themelves' often by foregrounding what has 
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had to be left untold (Lather 1991, p . 139). By applying poststructural 

deconstructive strategies (Derrida 1974) to the texts of social science research, 

poststructural feminism is able to recognise their discursive properties and 

problematise some of their claims to truth. In the author's view, poststructural 

feminist interrogations of gendered discourses in traditional epistemological 

inquiries is largely constituted in the grounding of feminist research theories in 

embodied female subjects of knowledge. 

It is argued also that the 'enactment of power relations' (Lather 1991, p . 112) in 

the discursive construction of androcentric research procedures, serves to 

'objectify' the subjects of research (Smith 1987, p. 2). In the author's view, 

feminist theories' deconstruction of the androcentric nature of traditional 

research methodologies (Smith 1987; Harding 1987, 1991; Moore 1991) 

undermines the 'god trick' claims to objectivity in androcentric research. Some 

feminists argue that the supposedly gender-neutral representation of male 

subjects of research, both as researchers and informants, serves to mask 

androcentrism as 'objectivity' (Smith 1987; Nielsen 1990). 

Poststructural feminist interrogation of androcentric research claims that 

'strong objectivity' can be achieved in feminist research projects by putting the 

researcher 'on the same critical plane' as the researched (Harding 1989, p . 29). It 

is argued that more objective evaluations of research projects are possible when 

res·earchers put their assumptions, beliefs and behaviours 'within the frame of 

the picture that she/he paints' (Harding 1989, p. 29). In the author's view, 

common knowledges and experiences shared by the author and the research 

participants can construct new knowledges and understandings from a shared 

standpoint in the gendered discourses being investigated. 

Feminist standpoint theoris ts such as Smith (1987) and Harstock (1987) argue 

that the standpoint of androcentric researchers in dominant gendered 

discourses limits or distorts the claims to truth in their research. From their 

standpoints in the 'relations of ruling', Smith argues tha t male subjects of 

knowledge in sociology 'look at society, social relations and people's lives as if 

we could stand outside them ... and exclude the presence and experience of 

particular subjectivities' (Smith 1987, p. 2). From their standpoint in dominant 

gendered discourses, however, it is argued that female subjects can base their 
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claims to truth from both insider and outsider positions constructed in these 

dominant discourses (Nielsen 1990, pp. 5-11). 

Although critical of its reliance on structuralist and modernist epistemologies, 

some poststructural feminists argue that feminist standpoint theory is a 

'justificatory strategy' for recovering the different 'subjugated knowledges' of 

women which are overlooked in traditional epistemologies and their methods 

of inquiry (Harding 1987, p. 188). They argue also that feminist standpoint 

theories place female subjects and agents of research on the 'same critical plane 

of thinking and acting from which the relationship between outside and inside, 

margin and centre, can be more easily detected' (Harding 1991, p . 150). In the 

author's view, this study's feminist standpoint constitutes a strategy for 

recovering the knowledges of women on the operations of gendered discourses 

in their working lives. The author takes the position that both the researcher 

and the researched share 'dual' knowledges of these discursive operations 

because of their experiences as 'insiders' and 'outsiders' in phallocentric 

gendered discourses of work (Game 1991, p. 77). 

Feminist standpoint's notion of shared knowledges by researcher and 

researched has implications for the selection of the fields of knowledge for 

investigation in social science research. As stated earlier, feminist interrogation 

of traditional methodologies includes androcentric criteria in the selection of 

social activities of significance for research. It is argued that 'gendered research 

agendas' in androcentric inquiries are designed to provide answers to 'questions 

that men have wanted answered ... rather than to the questions women need 

answered' (Harding 1989, p. 27). The construction of male-referenced activities 

as the 'what is to be known' in research, is said to constitute a 'gendered subtext' 

to claims to objectivity in traditional methodologies of inquiry (Smith 1987, p. 

4). 

It has been argued in Chapter Three that what 'counts' as knowledge in western 

epistemology is constructed by and in the subjects' relationships with power in 

historically specific conditions (Foucault 1966, 1976, 1988a, 1988b). Some 

poststructural feminists (Smith 1987 p. 3; Harding 1987, p . 2) argue that the 

historical and cultural appropriation by men of the knowing subject of 

epistemological inquiry has constructed phallocentric discourses in social 

science theories which 'makes it difficult to understand women's participation 
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in social life, or to understand men's activities as gendered' (Harding 1989, p . 

22). 

In the author's view, the interrogation of criteria for selecting problems for 

research is a valuable tool for recognising the gendered construction of research 

problems, and the partial subjective nature of the knowledges produced by 

traditional androcentric methodologies (Harding 1987, pp. S-7). 

The author links the claim that traditional methodologies employ androcentric 

criteria for the type of knowledges which 'count' in epistemological research to 

the privileging in traditional research, of 'public' discourses of knowledge 

which exclude knowledges formed in personal and relational contexts with 

which women are associated (Pateman 1988; Threadgold 1990). In the author's 

view, binary constructions such as 'public/private' and their privileging of the 

first term, serve to make personal experiences problematic to androcentric 

criteria for what constitutes 'significant' research. By grounding the study's 

research in the personal experiences of the women taking part, the author 

disrupts the privileging of public knowledges in what counts as research. 

Legitimation of claims to truth in feminist research 

Some of the notions which have been raised in the discussion so far, such as the 

'objectivity' of the researcher and the legitimation of claims to truth in feminist 

methodologies have important implications for this study's research. Some 

poststructual feminists argue that claims to 'objective' and 'value-free' research 

in traditional methodologies serve the androcentric interests of male-authored 

research. It is suggested also that androcentric research methodologies base 

their claims of legitimating authority in the 'products of research on men's 

experiences and knowledges' (Harding 1987, p. 2), which leave untold the 

experiences and knowledges of women. Women's experiences are said to be 

rendered invisible in dominant masculinist schemas of knowledge, even to 

women working in social sciences who are 'trained to describe and explain 

social experience within conceptual schemas that cannot recognise the character 

of that experience (Smith 1987, p. 157). 
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It is suggested that conceptual schemas in feminist methodologies are able to 

use categories in their research design which problematise behaviours and 

events constructed as 'real' in dominant discourses. The author takes a 

poststructural position in problematising the 'realities' of dominant gendered 

discourses in the accounts of the women interviewed for the research. The 

author also draws on arguments that shared knowledges and experiences in 

gendered discourses enable women researchers and researched to share 

discursive subjetivities, rather than researchers creating discursive subject 

positions for those researched (Lather 1991, p . 145). The 'distinctively' feminist 

approach taken by the author in recognising both her own and the research 
participants' gendered knowledges signals a departure from the ways in which 

androcentric research legitimates its so-called gender-neutral, objective claims to 

truth (Harding 1987, p.9). 

In spite of their differences in other areas, both empiricist and poststructural 

feminist theories refute the claims of androcentric research to gender-neutral, 

objective and value-free truth. It is argued that the gender discursive 

constructions of androcentric scientific method begin at the level of 

conceptualising the research problem, and in placing researchers 'outside the 

same critical plane as their subject matters ' (Harding 1987, p. 184). The author 

shares the position taken by these feminist theorists in regard to the gender

discursive constructions of this study's research. In the author's view, this 

study's methodology is distinctively feminist in its refusal to observe 

androcentric criteria for what counts as research, in its recognition of the 

gendered construction of its own research problem, and in its placing of the 

researcher in the same 'critical plane' as the subjects of the research. 

In so doing, the author challenges the assumption of traditional social sciences 

that feminist research constitutes a form of 'relativism' - the 'it-takes-one-to

know-one position' (Shapiro 1981, p. 5, in Moore 1988, p . 5). In grounding the 

study's research in the accounts of women, the author draws on the both 

empiricist and poststructural feminist theories regarding women's claims to 

knowledge. In Harstock's (1987) materialist standpoint theory, for example, it is 

argued that from their positions of subjugation, women are able to construct a 

less partial understanding of social relations than men can from their positions 

of domination: 'Like the lives of proletarians according to Marxian theory, 

women's lives make available a particular and privileged vantage point on 

male supremacy' (1987, p. 158). Other standpoint theories take a Marxist 
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position in regard to the way 'gendered' divisions of labour in capitalism create 

'gendered power differentials between the public and private sphere' (Smith 

1987, pp. 4-8). Smith argues that women's 'transgression of the gender 

boundaries' between the public and private sphere, makes available a 

'bifurcated consciousness or 'different conceptual organisations for viewing 

relations of ruling' (1987, p. 7): 

A feminist mode of enquiry might then begin with women's experience from women 's 
standpoint and explore how it is shaped in the extended relations of larger social and 

political relations. 
(Smith 1987, p. 10). 

The notions of partial knowledges, and partial claims to knowledges, are central 

to some differences between feminist understandings of partial knowledges 

constructed in androcentric research and in feminist standpoint research. The 

brief discussion which follows attempts to show both the convergences and 

divergences between feminist empiricism and poststructural feminism in their 

arguments over the construction of knowledge in feminist standpoint theory 

(Harding 1986, 1987, 1991). 

Some of the important convergences and divergences between feminist 

empiricism and poststructural feminism are centred around different 

understandings of the partial knowledges reproduced in feminist standpoint 

theory. Some feminists, particularly those who take a postmodern position on 

the 'plural and fragmented nature of knowledges available to women across 

classes and cultures' (Fraser & Nicholson 1990, p . 3) regard feminist standpoint 

theories as reproducing the same kinds of partial knowledges as androcentric 

research, based on the same essentialist and unitary gender categories. It is 

argued that there can be no unitary feminist standpoint if women's experiences 

are fragmented and multiple through differences of class, race and culture (Flax 

1990, p . 56). Other poststructural feminists, while recognising the 'tendencies in 

standpoint theory to essentialise and universalise women's experiences' 

(Harding 1991, p. 179) argue that feminist standpoint does not validate its claims 

to gendered knowledges on ahistoricial or biologist categories, but on the 

historically and culturally specific experiences of 'gender relations as constructed 

by and between classes, races and cultures' (Harding 1991, p. 179): 
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For if it is the case that the female subject is en-gendered across multiple 
representations of class, race, language, and social relations, it is also the case ... that 
gender is a common denominator: the female subject is always constructed and defined 

in gender, starting from gender. 
(de Lauretis,l986, p.14, in Harding 1991, p. 180) 

The theorising of standpoints from which to construct women's knowledges 

and experiences is clearly a site of contestation for different feminist 

understandings of partial and gendered knowledges. For the purposes of this 

study, however, it is hoped that the brief discussion above will assist in 

understanding the standpoint taken in this study's own research methodology. 

In reading the study's research, the author emphasises the constructed nature of 

the different partial experiences and knowledges of the women selected for the 

research. The author regards these differences as a resource for understanding 

the multiple and fragmented knowledges constructed out of different 

experiences. The author's reading of the research is vulnerable, however, to 

claims that feminist standpoint research uses essentialist and unitary categories 

of women, particularly in its notion of gender (Flax 1990, p. 56). Although this 

study reads gender as a category of difference rather than a unitary category of 

phallocentric discourses (C. Luke 1992, p. 113), it is necessary to consider some of 

the positions taken in feminist theories towards the construction of gender in 

feminist research. 

Theorising gender in feminist research 

Some poststructural feminists working within the discipline of anthropology 

critique the reliance of earlier feminist research (Rosaldo & Lamphere 1974; 

Ortner 1975, in Moore 1988, p. 21) on universal constructions of the binary 

categories, 'nature/ culture', 'sex/ gender'. Structuralist anthropological s tudies 

have been critiqued for using biologis t definitions of sex while defining gender 

as a way of organising social relations, then conflating sex with gender by 

assigning most social activities to women according to their biological function 

of child-bearing (Flax 1990, p. 53). Poststructural feminists working in 

anthropology prefer to emphasise the culturally and historically specific 

constructedness of gender (Moore 1988, p. 19) and to go beyond binary 

constructions of sex/ gender to mean 'a complex aggregation of gender as a 

category for ascribing meaning, ... as a way of organising social relations, and as a 

structure of personal identity' (Harding 1986, p. 127, in Haraway 1991, p . 140). 
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The tendency in phallocentric discourses to conflate sex with gender has already 

been critiqued in Chapter Three's discussions on Foucault's use of these binary 

constructions in his construction of the subjects of discourses (McNay 1992). The 

author takes the position that feminist theories need to 'theorise the corporeal 

reality' of female experiences by re-working the binary construction, 

'sex/ gender', and displacing the tendencies in phallocentric discourses to 

conflate or make discontinuous 'the processes through which the female body is 

transformed into a feminine one' (McNay 1992, p. 23). 

As stated earlier, some feminists argue from a postmodern position against 

liberal-humanist and modernist constructions of gender as a unitary category, 

claiming instead that it is a category 'fragmented among the different meanings 

and practices that accumulate in the life of someone who is a woman at any 

particular intersection of race, class and culture' (Flax 1990, p . 55). From this 

position it is argued that feminist theories of gender need to 'resist master 

theories' and to use the category of gender 'to explore what counts as a 

"woman", to problematise the previously taken-for-granted' (Haraway 1991, p . 

147): 

The complexity of our questions and the variety of the approaches to them are taken 
by some fem.inists as well as non-feminists as signs of weakness or failure to meet the 
strictures of pre-existing theories rather than as symptoms of the permeability and 

pervasiveness of gender relations and the need for new sorts of theorising. 
(Flax 1990, p. 53) 

Other feminists find value in using broad social categories such as class and 

gender in historical and cultural analyses of power (Fraser & Nicholson 1990, 

pp. 22-26). They argue that a feminist theory of gender needs to maintain: 

... the modernist insistence ... on a 'concept of gender' ... (which) has made it possible 
to simultaneously explain and delegitimize the presumed homology between 
b iological and social sex differences, while at the same time identifying the 

differences between men and women as greater than their parts in some larger, 
complementary, humanistic whole. 

(deLauretis 1987, p. 14, in Harding 1991, p . 183). 

The understanding of gender which the author brings to the study's research 

emphasises the shared differences of women's experiences in the 'observable 

patterns women create and the meanings women invent each day and over 

time' (Harding 1991, p. 129), which are different to those of men. The author's 

reading of the study's research emphasises these shared differences and finds 

them to constitute a shared 'otherness' to men. 
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This brief discussion on the construction of gender in feminist research is 

important to understanding the author's position on what constitutes gender in 

the discourses being investigated in this study. By linking the discussion of 

gender to feminist theories of gender in research methodologies, the author 

hopes to legitimate the gendered construction of the study's research problem, 

and the gendered reading of the research in Chapter Five which follows. 
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Chapter V 

A FEMINIST READING OF THE RESEARCH 

Introduction 

This chapter will present a feminist reading of a small research project 

involving several women who work in the field of adult literacy education. 

Eight women were asked to speak about certain aspects of the organisations in 

which they worked and about their involvement in these aspects during the 

course of their work. The accounts provided by these women constitute this 

study's research into the problem of gendered discourses in some 

organisational practices of adult literacy education. The aspects of working life 

investigated in the research are captured in research categories designed around 

the notions of work-related knowledges, skills, skills formation and career 

planning. These categories have been drawn from some of the discussions of 

poststructural feminist literature reviewed in Chapter Two. The author uses 

these categories to organise the discussion on the research in this chapter, 

interrogating the research from poststructural feminist positions discussed in 

Chapter Three which re-work the central poststructural notions of discourses 

and subjectivities (Foucault 1966, 1978, 1984b) and deconstruction of discursive 

claims to truth (Derrida 1974). As stated in Chapter One, the main questions 

which the study seeks to answer are concerned with what constitutes gendered 

discourses in adult literacy employment contexts, how do they operate in 

organisational practices, and what does it mean to be the female subjects of 

gendered discourses in the everyday practices of work. The author uses the 

reading of the research in this chapter to suggest findings which may provide 

some answers to these questions. 

The methodology which the author uses widens the definition beyond 

'method' or 'techniques for gathering evidence' (Harding 1987, pp. 1-2), to 
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include the 'selection of problems for investigation and the relationship 

between the researcher and the subject/informer' in the design and conduct of 
research (1989, pp. 26-28). As discussed in Chapter Four, the author's methods 

for collecting and organising the research data do not differ from methods used 
in traditional ethnographic or qualitative methodologies. The author uses, 

however, a poststructural feminist approach in the gendered construction of the 

study's research problem and the gender-discursive construction of the research 

categories (Smith 1987). In this chapter's reading, the author uses the research 

categories to problematise behaviours and events constructed as 'real' in 

dominant gendered discourses and to interrogate taken-for-granted notions, 

such as supposedly gender-neutral organisations, employees and career 

structures. In this chapter's discussion of the research categories, the author 

relates some behaviours and events in the employment field of adult literacy 

education to theories on patriarchal gendered discourses of work (Acker 1990; 

Jackson 1991), and masculinist gendered discourses in vocational education and 

training (Gilding 1994; Butler & Brown 1993). 

The author uses a poststructural feminist method of reading the data collected 

as the gender-discursive constructions of the subjects of the research, recognised 

through the author's shared experiences in and understandings of, the field 

being researched (Harding 1987). The author has chosen female-gendered 

research subjects to problematise claims in androcentric research regarding 

supposedly neutral-gender subjects of research, and their supposedly neutral

gender claims to truth. The author's method for reading the research bases its 

claims to truth on the reliability of women's experiences in investigating the 

problem of gendered discourses, as 'knowers' of gendered discourses in the 

specific historical and cultural conditions in which they are living and working 

(Harding 1989). The author bases the reading's 'claims to truth' on the research 

subjects' 'partial, situated and embodied accounts' (Lather 1991; Harding 1987, 

1989). The author's reading draws attention to the similarities and differences 

in these accounts, and uses them to construct standpoints of 'collective 

subjectivity' (Haraway 1991; Harstock 1987) from which to suggest some 

findings . The author uses a poststructural feminist understanding of the 

'objectivity' of the research and its findings. In the author's view any claims as 

to objectivity are located in the author's shared experiences and gender

discursive constructions with the accounts of the research participants (Harding 

1989, pp. 24-27). 

j 
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The research process 

The author's selection of the research process has been largely determined by 

the need to include research participants from more than one Australian 

state/territory, and the desire to build in some reciprocity to the research 

process. The author has used a written questionnaire (Appendix) administered 

in both face-to-face and audiotape interview mode. This mixed mode prov1des 

choice to local research participants and enables the inclusion of three inter-state 

participants. It also provides the author with a strategy for enabling partiCipants 

to take some control over the time and place in which they provide their 

responses. Before undertaking the questionnaire, the author expla ined to the 

participants in telephone and face-to-face contact, the aims of the thesis and the 

purpose of the research project. Although the author stated her availability for 

further clarification or feedback, she also emphasised that the questionnaire was 

designed to capture the participants' subjective understandings of meanings 

being made rather than right or wrong responses. 

The participants' responses have been transcribed into texts as working 

documents for the author to analyse the participants' responses at two levels. 

The first level concerns data related to what constitutes gendered discourses, 

how do they operate and what does it mean to be the subject of discourses. In 

the author's view, these constitute the 'analytical' categories of the resea rch, 

which relate the research to the theoretical framework for investiga ting the 

study's problem. The second level concerns the research categories for 

gathering data on certain aspects of the research participants' working lives. 

These aspects, or research categories, are drawn from some of the posts tructural 

feminist analyses of the social organisation of work discussed in Chapter Two. 

In the author's view, four types of organisational work practices emerged from 

the literature's analysis which are valuable as research categories for captunng 

gendered discourses in the bureaucratic and administrative work of adult 

literacy education: work-related knowledges and skills, skills formation 

processes, and the notion of work as career. These categories are intended as an 

organising device for both the collection of the research through the 

questionnaire, and the reading of the research in this chapter. 

The author's reading of the research constitutes an interrogation of the 

participants' contributions with the theories framing the study's investJgat Jon 

That is to say, the author reads the research for ways in which the partiCipants' 
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contributions relate to claims in the literature, and assist the author's 

investigations of what constitutes gendered discourses in adult literacy 

organisational contexts, how do they operate, and what does it mean to be the 

female subjects of these discourses. The brief description of the questionnaire 

which follows, attempts to show how the author has used sequences of 

questions around each category of the research, to allow the respondents to give 

both an organisational and personal perspective on each of the categories 

researched. The author hopes in this way to capture some dominant gendered 

discourses operating in the working lives of the research participants, as well as 

different ways in which the research participants position themselves in these 

dominant discourses. 

The first sequence of questions in the questionnaire is organised around the 

category of knowledges involved in the work undertaken by the women 

interviewed for this s tudy. The questions organised around these categories 

explore how the organisations which employ these women recognise the 

knowledges which they bring to their jobs. In this sequence of questions the 

research participants are also asked to rank their ownership of work-related 

knowledges in relation to their supervisors, and to comment on the recognition 

which their ownership brings them in the hierarchical structures and practices 

of their organisations. The second sequence of questions is organised around 

the category of the skills involved in the work undertaken by the research 

participants. The women are asked to describe their work in terms of task

oriented skills and interpersonal, or communicative skills. In this sequence of 

questions the research participants are also asked to describe their deployment of 

interpersonal skills in their work, and whether these are recognised as 

organisational skills and bring them promotional rewards. 

The third sequence of questions is organised around the category of skills 

formation and seeks information on ways in which the women interviewed 

develop the skills involved in their work. The questions organised around this 

category of the research also seek to know whether the research participants 

value the public and formal ways of developing work-related skills as highly as 

the informal on-the-job learning suggested in the literature as characterising 

women's skills-formation training Qackson 1991). The fourth sequence of 

questions in the questionnaire is organised around the category of the notion of 

work as career. These questions seek to know what values and expectations 

these women have in regard to a career in the public domain of employment. 
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This category of the questionnaire hopes also to capture ways in which the 

women construct themselves as the subjects of work, and whether this involves 

any conflicts with their personal desires and values, or with the social and 

cultural construction of women as the subjects of work. 

The scope given to each of the research categories in this chapter's reading of the 

research varies for a number of reasons. The author has expanded the 

discussions on the first research category in order to introduce the poststructural 

notions of discourses and subjectivities which inform the reading of all the 

research categories, and to introduce the reader to the research participants and 

the organisations in which they work. In the author's view, the space given to 

participants' responses to the firs t research category, serves to provide 

information which is of value to the d iscussions of other categories. Discussion 

of the skills formation categories is noticeably briefer than the others because 

not all of the participants' responses were relevant to the aspects of work being 

investigated. Many of the participants, for example, gave accounts of 

professional/pedagogical professional development rather than 

organisational/management skills development. Responses to questions on 

work-related literacy tasks have also not been included in the reading because 

this aspect proved to be of no relevance to the study's problem. Most of the 

participants made very little contribution to the discussion on knowledges and 

skills in job descriptions because of the perceived irrelevance of these 

documents to the actual knowledge and skills which participants use in their 

work. In two cases, job descriptions are non-existent, or have not been sighted 

by participants. In some cases participants were unable to contribute responses 

on certain aspects of the research. Those participants, for example, who do not 

work closely to immediate supervisors had little to contribute to questions 

regarding supervisors' recognition of their k.nowledges and skills. Others are 

not involved in supervising staff, which limits their contributi<;m to the 

discussion on interpersonal skills in organisational contexts. Some of the 

participants are not involved in organisational policies and planning and 

cannot, therefore, contribute to information sought on these types of 

know ledges. 

In one sense, the contribution which each of the research participants makes to 

the discussion of the research in this chapter varies according to the nature and 

scope of their experiences in the categories researched. Limitations on the size 

of this chapter in a 40 credit-point thesis has also meant careful selection of 
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participants' contributions. The author draws attention, where necessary, to the 

selection of 'typical' responses as a way of representing contributions which 

cannot be reproduced in the text for reasons of its size. The author also draws 

attention to the similarities and differences in the participants' responses where 

they are of significance to the research findings. Some differences are found, for 

example, in responses around gender issues in regard to ownership of 

knowledges in organisational practices. 

Research participants 

The author has chosen eight research participants who work in different 

literacy-related contexts and in different organisations across Australia. They 

are mostly involved in the organisational aspects of adult literacy education as 

academics, bureaucrats, and program managers. The following brief description 

of the work in which they are engaged will be enlarged on throughout the 

discussion on their contribution to the research. To guard the privacy of the 

research participants, pseudonyms are used at all times. 

Two of the women taking part in the study's research are engaged in the 

administration of public policy: 'Vicky' is a senior officer in a commonwealth 

government bureacracy which administers national language and literacy 

policies. Her work involves the financial and professional management of 

several national projects concerned with curriculum, professional development 

and reseach aspects of adult literacy education. Vicky represents her department 

on various national committees responsible for planning and implementing 

these national policies. 

'Sandra' is a senior officer in a Northern Territory government department 

responsible for planning and managing education and training for health care 

professionals and administrators. Sandra is responsible for developing 

strategies to implement her department's policies on health care, and for 

developing training plans which respond to these policies and which meet the 

training needs of the several hundred employees working in the department, 

including adult literacy. 
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Penny' and 'Gillian' are employed in the research area of adult literacy 

education. Penny coordinates and manages the work of a statewide research 

network which is based in a New South Wales university. Penny's work 

involves her in projects which address the research needs of the national 

language and literacy policies. She represents the network on various national 

and state committees responsible for planning and implementing these 

national policies. She is also involved in organising forums and conferences on 
adult literacy education both at the state and national level. 

Gillian is based in New South Wales and works as a research officer on various 

national projects funded to carry out research in the field of adult English 

language and literacy. Gillian is employed at any given time by a number of 

institutions and organisations throughout Australia who have carriage of 

national or local projects in curriculum, professional development or program 

research. 

Two of the women, 'Catherine' and 'Linda', work as program managers in 

vocational education and training institutions in the Northern Territory. 

Catherine manages a range of vocational and general adult education programs 

over a wide area of the Northern Territory. Her responsibilities are spread over 

the areas of financial, human resource, and policy I program management, and 

involve providing advice and support to professional and administrative staff, 

securing funds for programs, and managing a large regional budget. 

Linda's responsibilities are very similar to Catherine's, although on a smaller 

scale. Linda manages a range of vocational and general education programs in a 

vocational education and training institute in Darwin. Although Linda's work 

is similar to Catherine's she works to a more senior manager, the department 

head, who takes responsibility for most of Linda's work. Linda's work is mostly 

concerned with education and training initiatives under the national policies of 

language and literacy and vocational training reform. 

It is difficult to describe 'Pauline' and 'Robyn' in terms of a job description. 

Each of these women works as an adult literacy coordinator /lecturer but their 

duties are spread over a number of areas, including curriculum, materials and 

professional development. Both work for institutions which provide higher 

education and vocational education and training to Aboriginal students. Robyn 
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is based in Darwin while Pauline is based outside of Darwin, and often travels to 

education centres on Aboriginal communities throughout the Northern 

Territory. Pauline takes a leadership role in professional development by 

giving professional development training. A lot of her work involves formal 

and informal meetings to discuss curriculum issues and plan professional 

development activities to support literacy teaching across the schools of study. 

Robyn spends most of her time teaching students and acting as a professional 

resource to other adult educators, some of whom are less experienced in the 

field of adult literacy education. This involves Robyn in formal and informal 

meetings with her colleagues in order to plan resources, discuss teaching 

methods, and curriculum documents. Robyn has recently been involved in the 

work of curriculum development and accreditation in respect to the integrated 

literacy and vocational courses offered by her institution. 

Knowledges 

The reading of the research begins with a lengthy discussion on the responses 

which research participants give to the sequence of questions regarding 

knowledges involved in the administration and organisation of adult literacy 

education. The focus of the discussion is on the perceived differences between 

the values which participants and the organisations which employ them, give 

to these knowledges. These differences will be related to the problematic 

relationship between the discourses of adult literacy education and those of 

government departments and institutions of vocational education and training, 

as discussed in Chapter One. The author interrogates participants' contributions 

to the research with poststructural understandings of the discursive 

relationship between knowledge, power and the subject (Foucault 1984b) and 

certain claims in the literature that gendered discourses in patriarchal systems of 

work serve to exclude or marginalise women from knowledges which 'count' 

in the structures and practices of power (Acker 1990; Jackson 1991). In the 

discussion on the subject positions available to women in gendered discourses 

of work, the author reads certain resistant practices through which research 

participants construct for themselves new subject positions from which to create 

'a different conceptual organisation of the relations of ruling' (Smith 1987, p . 10) 

in organisations of work. 
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Pauline and Robyn's contributions to the knowledges category of the research 

have similarities in that they emphasise differences around the value of 

administrative and professional knowledges required in their work. Pauline 

and Robyn's jobs mostly involve them in professional development and other 

professional leadership roles in the institutions of vocational education and 

training where they work. They express the view that their organisations value 

administrative knowledges rather than their own valued professional 

knowledges. According to Pauline: 

Administrative and supervisory skills tend to get promotion and there's no recognition 
in promotional terms for the kind of job I'm in, where the salary only recognises me as a 

lecturer, whereas I do much more than that. 

Linda and Catherine's contributions also emphasise differences between 

personal and organisational values given to the knowledges involved in their 

work. As educational program managers in vocational education and training 

institutions, they claim to place a high value on 'knowledge of the clients and 

the people who deliver the programs to the clients'. According to Linda and 

Catherine, the organisations in which they work value the financial and 

administrative knowledges which they use in writing submissions, reports and 

tender documents to funding agencies. Linda calls the client and program 

knowledges which she values 'the hidden area of knowledge' because her 

bosses 'only want the outcomes of task-oriented knowledges'. Catherine adds: 

'These days there's more pressure to get the statistics in, to get the funding, but I 

still say the people are the most important'. 

As senior administrators in government departments overseeing education and 

training policies, Sandra and Vicky are required to have specialist knowledges of 

policies, particularly those involving adult literacy education. Both Sandra and 

Vicky claim, however, that they value the broader organisational knowledges 

required in their jobs more than the specialist policy knowledge valued by their 

departments. Sandra speaks, for example, of her need to have a knowledge of 

organisational theory to be effective in her role as facilitator in planning 

forums. Field specific knowledge of professional development is not as 

important as her need to know 'how the organisation grows and changes so that 

I can plan professional development'. Vicky agrees that 'field specific 

knowledge is useful background but not as important as knowledge of how 

organisations work'. Although Vicky needs to have a working knowledge of 

language and literacy theories in her role of quality control manager to national 
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projects, she emphasises the value of knowing how adult literacy education is 

organised in each state/territory in order to coordinate the projects' 

management. 

Penny and Gillian both work as researchers on language and literacy projects 

funded through national policy initiatives. Both acknowledge that the nature 

of their jobs requires them to have a working knowledge of national language 

and literacy policies as well as a wide and thorough knowledge of theory and 

practice in the adult education field . Penny's field-specific or professional 

knowledge spans 'adult literacy education, curriculum, professional 

development, theories of linguistics, semiotics and post-structuralism - a lot of 

the knowledge which informs practice'. 

Gillian's knowledges are equally far-reaching: 

The Consultancy type of research that I'm involved in at the moment with national 
projects, requires field-specific knowledge of language and literacy, pedagogy, 

competency-based training and how all those apply in the workplace context. Also of 
the policies put together for workplace reform, the training reform agenda, how 

organisations work in regard to training and pa.rticular occupations. 

B?th Penny and Gillian emphasise, however, that the value which they give to 

these wide-ranging professional and policy know ledges is the way they help 

them get their job done, by 'fitting in' with one another. Gillian explains: 

My own organisational knowledge relates to the role in educational organisations of 
curriculum and materials development, project work, and professional development. 

How it all fits in to the organisation's goals and functions. 

Penny describes the operational knowledges which she values, as the 'know 

how' aspect of her job - 'such as how to get funding for research projects, and 

who to contact': 

Operational knowledge - how to do the job. How to get things done in the 
organisation, getting to know staff in all the different schools, and using my networks 
and make sure they are supportive. That's really important and time-consuming. It's 

hard to get your own job done some of the time. But it's important to know all that. 
Organisational and policy knowledge fil ters thrdugh all the content and operational 

type knowledges. 

The author's reading of the accounts of all eight research participants in regard 

to the category of knowledges is that for many of them the structures and 

practices of their organisations serve to deny them ownership of the 
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knowledges which 'count' in their organisations' (Acker 1990). That is to say, 

the participants are given ownership of professional and policy knowledges but 

not the organisational systems' knowledges which give them access to 

promotion in the hierarchical structures of their government departments and 

vocational education and training institutions. The author reads in these 

practices the configurations of knowledge, power and subjects which constitute 

discourses (Foucault 1976). The author takes the position that 'ownership' of 

knowledges which 'count' in organisations is a 'gendered sub-text' (Acker 1990) 

of these discursive formations. Foucault's theories of the relationship between 

knowledge, power and the subjects of discourses provide the author with 

poststructuralist positions for viewing knowledges as statements which 'come 

to count' as true or false in 'games of truth' whose rules imply relations of 

power: 

So it was that I was led to pose the problem knowledge/power, which is not for me the 
fundamental problem but an instrument allowing the analysis ... of the problem of 

relationships between the subject and games of truth. 

(Foucault 1984b, pp. 9-10) 

Taking up Foucault's position in reading the research participants' accounts of 

the deployment of their knowledges, the author finds gendered discourses 

creating 'games of truth' which 'normalise' male subjects of work as the owners 

of. knowledges which count and women as the subjects of know ledges which do 

not 'count' in organisations (Acker 1990; Jackson 1991). Many of the key 

notions in regard to knowledges which count and access to power in 

government departments and vocational education and training institutions 

are taken up in discussions on the skills formation category of the research later 

in this chapter. Although the author has designed separate research categories 

for knowledges and skills, their integration in working life causes some overlap 

in the reading's discussions of organisational practices. 

In the following part of the discussion on the category of knowledges, the 

author will attempt to provide some answers to questions on how gendered 

discourses around work-related knowledges operate in organisations employing 

women involved in adult literacy education, and what it means to be the 

subject of these gendered discourses. The author will use the contributions of 

research participants to deconstruct (Derrida 1974) discursive practices which 

attempt to control these women's ownership of knowledges which 'count' in 

the government departments and vocational education and training 
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institutions in which they now work. This will lead to a discussion of the 

subject positions which the research participants take up in gendered discourses 

around work-related knowledges and their implications for the 

knowledge/power relationships in the hierarchical structures which 

characterise these government departments and institutions. 

In The Feminist Case Against Bureaucracy , Ferguson (1984) proposes that the 

concept of hierarchy which characterises bureaucratic organisations, reflects a 

patriarchal model of domination/subordination constituted in rules of control 

over procedures and personnel. Some of the following accounts which the 

women give of their experiences in the category of knowledges support 

Ferguson's structuralist view of power in organisations. Gillian, for example, 

claims that her ownership of the knowledge which 'counts' to conduct research 

in the field of adult education, is usually greater than that of her senior officers. 

She describes how the hierarchical structure of one government bureaucracy in 

which she worked prevented her from using her knowledges: 

I became pretty frustrated in the organisation where I was working because as someone 
who was very experienced, working in an organisation which had a lot of changes 

ending with some inexperienced management and some policies which I didn"t really 
agree with . 

Although Gillian disclaims any gender issues involved in these practices of sub

ordinating and making her knowledges invisible, both Vicky and Sandra 

describe similar practices which they attribute to the domination of the 

hierarchical structures in which they work by male senior management. Vicky 

and Sandra rank their knowledges of departmental policies higher than most of 

the men in more senior positions to whom they work. Both Sandra and Vicky 

report that their ownership of policy knowledge is usually denied them in 

practices over which their male bosses have control. Vicky complains that her 

job description leaves out the 'knowledge of organisation (which) is primary' to 

her work, while emphasising the field-specific knowledge, which is 'useful as 

background': 

It's difficult to own my knowledge of the organisation in situations where they look 
back at my job description because it isn't there. But I can own my professional 

knowledge because it is in my job description although its not actually vital to my job. 

In the author's view these kinds of organisational practices for controlling 

ownership of knowledges are ways in which discourses around workplace 
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knowledges operate in hierarchical structures, such as government 

departments. The author's poststructural reading of hierarchical organisational 

systems in institutions of work, such as government bureaucracies, is that they 

make particular discourses of work possible in 'historically specific relationships 

between disciplines and disciplinary practices' (McHoul & Grace 1993, p. 26). 

The author's reading emphasises the power of these discourses in operating 

through the network of practices which constitute the hierarchical, bureaucratic 

systems of the government departments and vocational education and training 

institutions in which the research participants are working. 

Foucault's theories on discourses which frame the reading of the research, 

includes the notion that discourses operate in configurations through which a 
plurality of powers can operate on subjects in an 'ever-changing grid, or 

network' : 

Power is not possessed, it acts in the very body and over the whole surface of the social 
field according to a system of relays, modes of connection, transmission, distribution 

etc. Power acts through the smallest elements: the family, sexual relations but also: 
residential relations, neighbourhoods, etc. 

(Foucault 1978, p . 84, in Morris and Patton 1978, p. 60). 

From a poststructural position, therefore, the author reads some of the 

following accounts of the research participants' as descriptions of discursive 

practices which serve to 'control' gendered relationships of power in different 

sites along networks of organisational practices. 

Vicky reports, for example, that her male bosses are 'slow to give credit' for her 

knowledge of organisational policy, except for one boss 'who was totally 

professional and always let me own knowledge and listened to me, but it was 

my professional knowledge (of language and literacy) which he respected' . 

Vicky's experience suggests to the author that her ownership of the kind of 

knowledge which 'counts' in her organisation was denied in practices which 

'tunnel' Gackson 1991) this knowledge into her professional knowledge - a type 

of knowledge which she claims does not 'count' in the bureacracy in which she 

works. 

In Sandra's case, the hierarchical system in which she works provides 

opportunities for the appropriation of her knowledges and skills at male

dominated senior executive levels. Sandra speaks of the time she directed a 
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major policy initiative by facilitating 'a strategic planning conference for 

executive management which re-shaped the entire department's corporate 
plan'. When the new corporate plan was published, she was 'amazed' to find 

that her part in the process was not acknowledged: 

It was never referred to in subsequent discussions by any of the senior executives, 
including my boss who knew all about it and who in fact wrote in his executive 

management paper that he was responsible for the corporate planning process and its 
achievements. 

Sandra's contribution to the research assists the author to link gendered 

discourses around knowledges with the gendered construction of facilitation 

skills. Research participants working in vocational education and training 

institutions, particularly Pauline, Gillian and Penny, are largely involved in 

facilitating professional development programs. Sandra explains that 

'facilitation skills are all about letting people own what they come up with, and 

I have to take that step back'. In the author's view, the work involved in 

facilitation serves to render invisible the work-related knowledges of many of 

the research participants by 'shearing out' these knowledges and 'tunneling' 

them into other people's knowledges. Sandra's account of the way her 

facilitation practices deny her ownership of k.nowledges which 'count' in her 

government department, marks facilitation as a gender discursive practice for 

'shearing out' women's knowledges and 'tunneling' them into other jobs 

Oackson 1991, p . 25). 

Penny also describes ways in which her knowledges are appropriated by senior 

levels in the bureaucracy in which she works: 

All the knowledge you display through articles, conference papers, workshops- the 
visible events. And not the little meetings, the phone calls for information or to 

connect people, getting to know people to plan future possible projects, the shared cups 
of coffee which amounts to networking- all connected nebulously to policy knowledge. 
That sort of stuff doesn't count unless you write reports, or go to big meetings where you 
can demonstrate that sort of stuff. I feed this knowledge to others who do go to the big 

meetings, and who get the credit for that sort of stuff. 

The author links both Sandra's and Penny's comments regarding the 

appropriation of their work to the claim in the literature (Luke & Gore 1992, 

p.195) that predominantly female occupations in adult literacy education work, 

such as research assistant or facilitator, are designed to service the careers of 

more senior male academics or government department managers . Penny's 

remark: 'it's not surprising that in a university context a position like mine -
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research assistant - is being done by a woman' expresses the same view as 
Sandra's on facilitation roles: 'facilitators are mostly women who are expected 

to nurture and encourage and assist the men decision makers'. 

Sandra comments that her strengths in conceptualisation and planning her 

work in adult literacy education seem to threaten her male bosses whose 

hegemony at senior management level she claims, owes more to the operation 

of 'a boy's network' than to promotion through merit: 'There is a feeling 

against women like me who have a conceptual approach' . In the author's 

view, Sandra's approach to her work disrupts the androcentric gendered 

discourse which appropriates rational thinking to men (Nielsen 1990). In spite 

of her skills in conceptualisation and strategic planning, Sandra's knowledges 

are invisible in facilitation and decision-making processes. Instead of being 

rewarded through promotion for 'thinking like a man' (Nielsen 1990, p. 43), 

Sandra reports she is refused access to the 'boy's network' of senior executive 

positions: 

Basically at my level women start to peter out and don't reach senior executive level. 
When a senior executive needed to be replaced for six months they promoted a male 

into it who had never had experience in this area. It's got something to do with a 
hidden influence thing which comes with boys' networks and includes networks 

outside of the job. But it's hidden and not accessible to me. I'm locked out of senior 
executive level. 

Vicky claims that she finds it difficult to identify the gendered discourses which 

limit women's access to promotion in the government department where she 

works. In Vicky's words: 'It is difficult to tell where the glass ceiling is in the 

public service'. The poststructural theories in which the author frames the 

reading of the research assists in the investigation of the 'glass ceiling' through 

its emphasis on the plural discursive configurations of knowledge and power . 

(Foucault 1977) in hierarchical systems such as government departments 

servicing adult literacy education. In the author's view, a postructural position 

in reading the research assists an understanding of the 'complex and diffused' 

gendered power relations which the participants describe. 

In their contribution to this category of the research, Vicky and Catherine 

describe some processes of domination in the way male colleagues assume the 

procedural control of meeting practices, even when they are not in the 'primary 

knower role' (Poynton & Lazenby 1992, p . 28). Catherine describes how it feels 
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to be positioned in the power /knowledge configuration of gendered discourses 

in meeting practices: 

I guess in regional meetings, because of the number of men at senior levels and at my 
own level, I would say I spoke very little at those meetings. I wasn't given the 

opportunities. I used to feel very overpowered by the men at those meetings, and they 
held the floor. If and when I did have something to say I was often cut off and they 

would continue what I was trying to say and they would take over. I think rather 
than speaking up, I would say nothing and it took many years for me to open my mouth 
even when I did have probably more knowledge than them because I had done the job 

longer and had better knowledge of the college and the programs but I still didn't 
have the confidence to speak out. 

Linda takes a different position to Catherine's in this power/knowledge 

configuration: 

The old power play is still very much in operation. Those above you can make life 
very difficult when you work in a hierarchy so it's a matter of fitting in and working 

around people. Usually I try to point out if there's a bad decision being made but of 
course there are times and ways of doing things and perhaps 'softly softly' is the way 
to go with some egos and not direct confrontation. Men on the other hand may confront 
more because if women confront we are labelled and I think it's very unfair. You have 

to connive ways of achieving it. 

In the author's view, Linda's 'conniving' strategies for disguising her primary 

knower position exemplify the indirect ways for achieving cooperation with 

which women are often associated 'because we live in a world in which women 

and men generally have different relationships to power and, as a consequence, 

learn different kinds of interactive styles' (Poynton & Lazenby 1992, p. 15). 

By 'not asking why certain people want to dominate but what makes this 

domination possible at the level of those continuous and uninterrupted 

processes' (Foucault 1980, 1982), the author hopes to capture in this reading 

some of the subject positions taken by the reseach participants, such as 

Catherine and Linda, which 'make this domination possible'. Catherine and 

Linda's contributions to the research on what it means to be the subject of 

gendered discourses on knowledges and work, open up the discussion to a 

consideration of some of the subject positions available to women in these 

discourses. In the discussion which follows, the author reads some of the 

research participants positions as 'resistant' to the power of masculinist 

discourses operating in the network of gender-discursive practices in vocational 

education and training institutions. Foucault's theory of discourses which 

frames the author's reading of the research, includes the notion of the power of 

subjects to resist discursive subject positions: 
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Furthermore this power is not exercised simply as an obligation or a prohibition on 
those who 'do not have it'; it invests them, is transmitted by them and through them; 

it exerts pressure on them, just as they themselves, in their struggle against it, resist 
the grip it has on them ... Lastly they are not univocal; they define innumerable 
points of confrontation, focuses of instability, each of which has its own risks of 

conflict, of struggles, and of an at least temporary inversion of the power relations. 

(Foucault 1979, in Rabinow 1984, p. 174) 

The author finds in the accounts which follow that some of the research 

participants have a resistant relationship with 'games of truth' in gendered 

discourses around work knowledges, and frequently take up different subject 

positions in them. Gillian, for example, indicates that at several points in her 

working life she disrupts the androcentric rationality which underpins 

hierarchical organisations and patriarchal systems (Luke & Gore 1992, p . 196) by 

'moving sideways' across hierarchical systems, intent on having a 'broad based 

rather than (the) specialised knowledge' which makes her feel 'trapped' in the 

vertical hierarchies of bureaucratic organisations. Although her ownership of 

specialised professional knowledges has been rewarded twice by security of 

tenure in government bureaucracies, Gillian prefers to disrupt the masculinist 

knowledge system by constructing her own meanings of the knowledge which 

'counts' . 

From Sandra's accounts of her work as facilitator, the author reads some 

gender-discursive contradictions related to the 'nurturing' female subject 

position in educational discourses (Gilbert 1991) and the 'rational' knowing 

subject position in androcentric organisational discourses. The contradictions 

which Sandra speaks of in describing her work suggest to the author that she is 

caught at the 'nexus' of competing gendered discourses (Walkerdine 1990, p. 

144) in her work as the facilitator of training programs in the government 

department where she works. Sandra's way of resolving these contradictions,

'I usually say nothing' - can be compared to Vicky's description of how she 

'always defer(s) to aggression' in organisational practices which resemble 'boy's 

games - offensive, arrogant and aggressive'. The author reads Vicky's deferral 

and Sandra's silence as an attempt to resolve contradictory discursive subject 

positions created for them in gendered discourses of the government 

departments where they work. In the author's view, Vicky and Sandra mask 

their knowledges rather than directly challenge their unequal positioning in 

power relationships in these organisations. 
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Many employees (women as well as men) will have dilficuJty in accepting women as 
'the ones who know' because they have no experience of women in such roles and 

because women have not traditionally been accepted as socially 'legitimate' 
authority figures. 

(Poynton & Lazenby 1992, p. 28). 

One view of practices of silence, such as those found in the research, is that they 

serve dominant discourses by colluding with them, thereby constituting 
'practices of subjection' (Foucault 1984c). This reading, however, takes the 

position that power is both positive and negative, productive as well as 

repressive (Foucault 1984a, 1984b), offering subjects a position of agency from 

which to contest their discursive positioning within knowledge/power 

relationships. Some feminists claim that women's silence constitutes a form of 

resistance to the colonising strategies of these dominant discourses (Luke & gore 

1992). The problem of 'silence' is a complex one for women whose silence and 

passivity is said to be embedded in the construction of femaleness in the 

discourses of popular culture (Gilbert 1991, p. 24). The notion of subject 

positions constructed in practices of silent resistance to dominant gendered 

discourses of work is elaborated on in the author's reading of other research 

categories throughout this chapter. 

The author has contextualised the reading of the research on gendered 

discourses around knowledges in the government departments and voca tional 

education and training institutions where the research participants are currently 

employed. In the author's view, the gender-discursive practices and subject 

positions which have been described in this reading are shaped by the 

problematic relationship between the feminised field of adult literacy education 

and the androcentric organisations in which the field is now situated. In the 

above discussion, the author finds that dominant gendered discourses in these 

organisations pla<;e the research participants in gender-differentiated subject 

positions in discursive configurations of knowledge and power. 

Skills 

The author's reading of the contributions of participants to the category of skills 

in the research is framed by the poststructural theories on discourses and 

subjectivies (Foucault 1984b), and poststructural feminis t theories on gendered 

discourses (McNay 1992) discussed in the reading above. The author 
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interrogates the research in this category with poststructural feminist theories 

on the gender-discursive construction of work-related skills in androcentric 

gendered discourses of work and rationality (Luke & Gore 1992). The focus of 

the discussion will be on the participants' accounts of certain practices such as 

the textual descriptions of their work and the deployment of interpersonal skills 

for work purposes. The author will interrogate the participants' accounts for 

perceived differences in the ways participants and the organisations which 

employ them, recognise and value these skills. This will involve relating the 

research to some poststructural feminist claims regarding the gender-discursive 

construction of skills in masculinist 'technical-rational' schemas of work 

(Butler & Brown 1993; Jackson 1991) which constitute 'the logic of organisations' 

(Luke & Gore 1992). One of the dominant gendered discourses named in the 

reading is the separation of the public and the private domains and its gender

discursive construction of interpersonal communication skills. The author's 

discussion on subject positions in gendered discourses around skills finds, 

however, that some of the research partipants resist and disrupt dominant 

gendered discourses in their deployment of work communication practices 

(Poynton & Lazenby 1992). 

Penny's contribution to the research on skills is similar to Gillian's and Vicky's 

in that they all emphasise the liaising and networking skills involved in their 

work. As mentioned earlier, Vicky coordinates the management of national 

adult literacy projects, and Penny and Gillian organise and manage national 

research and professional development projects. Penny notes, however, that 

'official' descriptions of her work emphasise its outcomes, rather than the 

liaising and networking skills which lead to the outcomes: 

The real description is in the network's work plan, which is the stuff I do day-to-day 
rather than what gets put in the official files, which relates to salary level. Also 

the fact that I get asked increasingly to sit on all sorts of committees and review 
panels, give conference papers etcetera, reflects more on how others see what I have 

made of my job. 

In Gillian's view, liaising and networking skills are 'the ways of getting the 

work done': 
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I guess I pay more attention to the 'political' consequences of interaction. I think it just 
makes your job easier. It greases the wheels of life, gives and gets feelings of support. 

It also takes a deceptively large amount of time and often you don't have any tangible 
outcomes to show for it, at least not straight away. But it makes your job easier to do 

in the long run because people will respond to you better and more directly in 
subsequent interactions if in the first one you've spent a bit of time letting them get to 

know your work. 

It is argued in the literature that masculinist discourses of work construct skills 

as 'productive/reproductive', giving less privilege to reproductive skills which 

are associated with women's work in the private and relational domain (Butler 

& Brown 1993, p. 22). In the author's view the emphasis in the official 

description of Penny's skills as 'productive' rather than 'reproductive' is related 

to claims in the literature that job descriptions construct work skills in 

masculinist schemas of work which are problematic to women (Butler & Brown 

1993). The author reads the lack of recognition of Penny's 'reproductive' 

liaison and network skills in the documentation of her work as flagging the 

operation of gender-discursive practices in institutions employing the managers 

and coordinators of adult literacy education. The poststructural theoretical 

framework which the author uses for this reading understands gendered 

discourses as operating in a network of discursive practices (Foucault 1978), such 

as job descriptions, which constitute 'self-legitimating' claims to truth (Foucault 

1966; Derrida 1974). In deconstructing some of the discursive constructions of 

skills in the job descriptions provided by research participants for the research, 

the author finds certain linguistic practices involved in these textual discursive 

constructions. In the author's view, Vicky's job description is typical of job 

descriptions used by organisations employing adult literacy education managers 

and coordinators: 

Excellent knowledge of literacy and ESL programs, techniques and issue or a capacity 
to quickly acquire this knowledge. 

Capacity to provide high level policy advice. 
Highly developed capacity to manage and evaluate projects. 

Well developed communication and representation skills. 
Highly developed negotiation and liaison skills. 

In the author's view, this kind of linguistic description of skills serves to 

undermine the subject's ownership of the skills described. It is argued that 

generic nominalisations used in Vicky's job description, such as 

'communication', 'representation', 'negotiation' and 'liaison' skills, serve to 

conceal the actual skills involved by failing to specificy their constitutive 

elements (Poynton & Lazenby 1992, p. 58), particularly 'mastering the highly 

specialised skill of writing policy documents'. Vicky claims the actual skills 
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manage', 'liaison' and 'networking': 'Management skills, interpersonal, 

networking, problem solving- the specific skills needed for promotion are 

never spelt out'. 
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In the author's view, the typical job descriptions of adult literacy program 

managers and administrators constitute gender-discursive practices for keeping 

women working in this field from promotional positions in androcentric 

hierarchical organisations, such as vocational education institutions and 

government departments. They are part of what Vicky calls 'the glass ceiling in 

the public sector', and help to explain Sandra's earlier remark about her 

government department, that 'basically at senior management level, women 

start to peter out'. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, many of the women 

taking part in the research are dismissive of their job descriptions. Catherine's 

comment is typical: 'I'd show it to you only you'd never know what I actually 

do from what it says'. Pauline, Linda and Catherine all claim that their job 

descriptions only describe a small part of the skills which they use in the course 

of their work as managers of professional and program development in adult 

literacy education. The author relates these accounts of job descriptions for 

adult literacy program managers and administrators with claims in the 

literature that by 'tunneling' and 'shearing out' women's knowledges and skills 

Oackson 1991), job descriptions serve to keep women away from organisational 

levels which bring power (Acker 1990). 

The poststructural theoretical framework which the author uses for this reading 

understands job descriptions which 'shear out' adult literacy organisational 

skills as a discursive practice which serves to position women adult literacy 

managers 'differentially' in relationship to power in the masculinist vocational 

education and training organisations for which they work. The author relates 

discursive practices in adult literacy job descriptions to claims in the literature 

that job descriptions fail to recognise many of the skills which women deploy in 

their work because of their association with the private domain of domestic and 

family life Oackson 1991): 

The skills women often use ... feature strongly in the Public Service Senior Executive 
Service criteria, but do not appear explicitly in lower level positions. It is obvious 
that there are many upward and lateral management skills and strategic thinking 

skills that are used at lower levels but neither are labelled or credentialled . 

(Department of Employment, Education and Training, 1991b p. 23) 
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It is claimed also that the naturalisation of skills associated with women's work 

contributes to the devaluation of 'feminised work practices of a collaborative 

nature, such as the repair and maintenance of interpersonal relations and 

managing up to convey information, advice, and support to supervisors' 

(Butler & Brown 1993, p . 22). The construction of communication skills as 

'natural' to women serves to deny the acquired nature of these skills and 

renders them invisible, even to women who deploy them in the course of their 

work (Poynton & Lazenby 1992, p. 26). In the author's view, Robyn's description 

of her job - 'bits and pieces, only it's called something else' - reproduces the 

devaluation in 'masculinis t technical-rational' discourses of work (Butler & 

Brown 1993, p . 12) of the 'complex, fragmented and interconnected skills' 

(Poynton & Lazenby 1992, p . 26) which she uses in her work, which are rendered 

invisible even to herself. 

In the following discussion on the discursive construction of skills in 

androcentric gendered discourses of work, the author describes some of the ways 

in which research participants resist the andocentric construction of work and 

the subject positions available for women working in these gendered discourses. 

The author relates this reading of the research to claims in the literature that 

women's ways of working are characterised by a holistic approach to work 

which is resistant to the androcentric 'technical-rational schema' (Butler & 

Brown 1993, p. 12) sometimes referred to as 'the logic of organisations' (Luke & 

Gore 1992, p . 194). In the author's view, Robyn gives a holistic account of time 

and task management skills in which she refuses to separate their deployment 

in public and private contexts: 

I consider myself fairly good at management, even though my office doesn't reflect 
this. There's a perception that the good organiser plans things and operates according 

to the plan. I don't think real life is like that, my real life isn't. I think the skill is 
in being able to use the moment you've got. So right now - this questionnaire arrived in 

the post this evening. I've got a million other things to do. It's half an hour before I 
cook the tea, so I'm going to do this now because it seems to me like an appropriate 
time to do it. Also I'm aware that as one talks about things like this, it opens up a 

whole lot of other things, so it will probably help me teach better tomorrow, or help 
me do an assignment that's due on Friday. But I can't think: when will I put this into 

my management plan. That is my form of management. Do it now. Do it when you 
feel like doing it. My values come from the whole of my life. I don't distinguish 

between work and all the other things. 

The author reads a similar resistance to the separation of 'public' from 

'personal' in androcentric d iscourses of work (Butler & Brown 1993, p. 17) in 
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other accounts in the research of ways of using interpersonal communicative 

skills. Both Sandra and Vicky, for example, emphasise the way their 

deployment of interpersonal skills at work brings public and personal domains 

together. Sandra says: 

I don't believe personal life and working life should be kept separate. I like to know 
people I'm working with and to know a bit about their families, interests and hobbies. 

I think women share their personal life at work more than men do generally. 

Sandra also finds some gendered dimensions to the differential recognition and 
value of these skills in the androcentric organisation of work in her 

government department: 

I invest a lot of time in the interpersonal aspects of my work which is recognised in 
the appreciation I get from my (female) colleagues. It's not recognised at all by my 

(male) supervisor who doesn't really know what I do beyond the impersonal and 
formal aspects, like meetings, reports and such. 

The author finds that Sandra's accounts of differences between male and female 

colleagues are underpinned by essentialist and universalist understandings of 

male and female subjectivities. This understanding is shared by other women 

taking part in the research. Robyn for example, constructs her notion of 

women's ways of working from an essentialist understanding of the female 

subject: 

The traditional female way of women making knowledge is that everything's 
connected, so you don't leave your children or your private life at home. I don't think 

you have to pretend you're childless to have a job. 

Vicky also brings an essentialist understanding of the female subject of work to 

her version of the way women connect the personal and public in their 

interpersonal practices at work: 

I use my own personal attributes, such as listening, and my own personal values 
regarding respect for other people's knowledge, and my understanding of human 

nature, which is something I have gained through personal life experiences. 

Like Sandra, Vicky perceives a gendered dimension in the different recognition 

given to her interpersonal communication skills by her colleagues and her 

supervisors: 

I get a very high return from my attention to the communicative aspects of work. It is 
recognised in the female environment in which I work with other women who are 

working in a similar way, but it isn't recognised by my male bosses who find it 
impossible to believe that talk might be work. 
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Although some poststructural feminists view essentialist constructions as 

reproducing phallocentric discourses of male/female otherness and difference 

(Braidotti 1992; McNay 1992), the author finds them useful for undermining the 

discursive construction of the male, or supposedly gender-neutral, subject of 

work. In the author's view the essentialist constructions used in some of the 

participants accounts contests the construction of the subject of work as male, or 

gender-neutral in the government departments and vocational education and 

training institutions where the participants now work. The author also reads 

the practices described in the research, of working through interpersonal, as well 

as structural relationships at work, as undermining the androcentric order of 

work (Luke & Gore 1992) which separates organisational from interpersonal 

functions of work. The author relates the comments which Sandra and Vicky 

make on the devaluation of their interpersonal skills by male bosses, with 

claims in the literature that the association of interpersonal and linguistic skills 

with the private domain serves to 'trivialise' them as 'women's chat' or view 

them as 'personality' attributes rather than acquired skills (Poynton & Lazenby 

1992, p. 26). 

By using their gendered knowledges and experiences of life in their deployment 

of interpersonal skills at work, the author finds that Vicky and Sandra construct 

female subjectivities in which the discourses of work and the personal

relational 'intersect, overlap and mediate one another' (Threadgold 1992, p. 14), 

'putting the sexual back into the social contract, refusing the elision of the 

private and the personal from the public world' (1990b, p. 12). Robyn's 

comment is typical of most research participants when she says: 

I believe you are a whole person. You don't divide your life into chunks- weekends, 
work, study. So the knowledge I have as a parent, or in family life, I bring into my 

teaching- always have done. I tell my children about my job, and I tell the people at 
work about my children. I don't believe you should make a distinction. 

In the author's view, the women researched for this study value ways of 

working and knowing which interrupt androcentric order by 'transgressing the 

discursive boundaries between the public and private sphere' (Smith 1987, pp. 4-

8). The author finds that all the women interviewed draw on their embodied 

experiences in the relational, private sphere in constructing their public 

knowledges. As Gillian puts it, 'What else can you draw on? I don't think you 

can divorce one from the other'. The author relates participant's accounts of 

their knowledges to the poststructural feminist claim that a feminis t paradigm 
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of knowledge is one which is grounded in the gendered experiences of women 

(Grosz 1990a). The author also relates their knowledges with claims in the 

literature that 'women's ways of knowing and working interrupt the 

'malestream' discourse of knowledges and skills in the gendered workplace' 

(Butler & Brown 1993, p . 22), such as the government departments and 

vocational education and training institutions in which women involved in 

adult literacy education are now working. 

Skills formation 

This brief reading of the research on skills formation processes, looks at the 

different values which participants and the organisations which employ them, 

give to skills formation in public and private processes. The author 

interrogates participants' contributions to the research with poststructural 

theories on the discursive relationship between knowledge, power and the 

subject (Foucault 1984b), with reference to certain claims in the literature that 

gendered discourses in patriarchal systems of work serve to exclude or 

marginalise women from the training which 'counts' in the structures and 

practices of power (Acker 1990; Jackson 1991). Using Foucault's analysis of 

'games of truth' (1984b, p . 10) about the subject constructed by and in discourses, 

the author finds 'games of truth ' which privilege public and formal skills 

formation processes over informal processes, which characterise women's 

training (Acker 1990; Jackson 1991). 

The author relates the research to claims in the literature that access to training 

which 'counts' in organisations is a 'gendered sub-text' for controlling 

relationships of power in government departments and institutions of 

vocational education and training: 

The crux of the matter is that training is never neutral. It is a battlefield for a broader 
struggle over knowledge and power in work. The questions at stake are how working 
knowledge will be organised, whose experience will it represent and whose interests 

will be served. 

(Jackson 1991, p. 30) 

While not entirely disagreeing with Jackson's claim (1991, p. 30), the women 

who took part in this s tudy mostly construct their own meanings of the skills

formation practices available to them. Although they recognise the value of 

formal training, the women interviewed mostly prioritise specific and 
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contextualised ways of learning on the job. Penny, for example, recognises the 

value of her pre-service degree and the contributions which conferences make 

to the 'content' knowledge required by her work. She makes the point, 

however, that 'you can't learn networking that way'. For Sandra too, most of 

her 'real learning has been informal and on the job', and Pauline claims: 'I've 

learnt heaps from other people over the years. Working with a group of people, 

or at least one other person, is the best way to learn'. 

In the author's view, the values which most of the women give to their 

informal 'non-award' skills formation training is disruptive of the values 

embedded in the formal investment/reward practices of patriarchal systems 

(Mickelson 1990). The author finds the value which participants give to 

informal work-related skills development disrupts the 'game of truth' 

regarding the gender-discursive subject of work which these values make 

possible. The author's reading of the meanings which some of the participants 

give to informal, non-award skills development is that they construct a 

different 'game of truth' about the subject of skills development training in 

government departments and institutions. 

The author relates some of the accounts of participants regarding their lack of 

access to formal skills development with arguments in the literature that the 

gendered construction of skills development training serves to exclude women 

from formal, recognised training and to restrict them to less formal and less 

recognised ways of developing work-related knowledges and skills (Butler & 

Brown 1993, p. 40; Jackson 1991, p. 9; Burton 1985, p. 426; Poynton and Lazenby 

1990): 

Time and again the women we interviewed remarked 'I got dropped in the deep end', 
'picked it up as I went along', 'used my own initiative' or 'learnt through trial and 

error'. 

(Poynton & Lazenby 1992, p. 58) 

Linda's account of ways in which she has had to develop the knowledges and 

skills required of her job reads as somewhat typical for those women taking part 

in the research who have moved from professional to administrative positions 

in adult education: 
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I feel I've been thrown in the deep end and it's either sink or swim, have a job or not 
have a job so I've had to learn about policies, and my knowledge of how the school's 
operations fit into the wtiversty. I've had to learn how to address public bodies and 

government agencies. I guess it's a matter of learning as you go but it's been very hard 
to understand, read and cope with all the changes going on in this sort of work. 

Catherine, who has had to 'blunder along on (her) own and pick up' the 

administrative skills required in her job, relates this lack of access to training as 

the reason why: 

... in the education profession as a whole, women have always had the base grade 
positions in administration, and tended to get stuck in the professional area of 

teaching. 

Catherine tells of the times she has been passed over for promotion because he.t 

organisation did not make available the training in financial and human 

resource management: 

One time I did ask to go to a two-day management course but two men were chosen. At 
this stage I was the longest serving and only female regional manager, so I sent up a 
memo to the deputy secretary but I was told it was too late to do anything about it. 

The author's reading of Catherine and Linda's accounts of lack of access to 

management training is that skills formation can constitute discursive practices 

in government departments and institutions of vocational education and 

training to deny women working in adult literacy education access to the 

training which 'counts' for promotion and power in these organisations' 

(Acker 1990). 

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, some participants mostly addressed skills 

formation activities in relation to the development of professional knowledges 

and skills in adult literacy education. In the author's view, the under-attention 

which these research participants give to formal administrative and 

management skills training, signals their lack of awareness of the discursive 

power /knowledge relationship in androcentric discourses around the skilled 

subject of work. In the following discussion on the notion of work as career, 

research participants elaborate on their own constructions of the female subject 

of work in adult literacy education employment contexts. 
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Work as career 

The author's reading of the research on the notion of work as career, focuses on 

research participants' accounts of the subject positions which they take up in 

dominant gendered discourses around work as a career in the government 

departments and vocational education and training institutions where they 

work. The author reads some of the different practices, such as silence and 

assertion, through which the women researched take up these subject positions, 

as constituting strategies for resisting some dominant gendered discourses 

around work as career. In the author's view, dominant gendered discourses in 

government departments and vocational education and training institutions 

construct the notion of career as gender-neutral while appropriating it to men 

(Acker 1990). The author draws on poststructural feminist analyses of the social 

organisation of work to locate the appropriation of careers to men in social and 

organisational constructions of work as linear and uninterrupted by personal 

values and desires to involve the private domain in the public domain of work 

(Burton 1985; Jackson 1991). The author interrogates the research and finds 

that the research participants resist the gender-neutral 'games of truth' 

(Foucault 1984b) in dominant gendered discourses about the subject of careers. 

This resistance is largely constituted in practices such as designing careers 

around the private and personal, and moving in non-linear directions through 

the hierarchical structures of androcentric organisations. 

Drawing on her understanding of the problematic relationship between the 

adult literacy field and the vocational education and training system, and the 

contradictory discourses shaping their work, the author relates some of the 

subject positions which the participants take up to claims in some of the 

literature regarding contradictory female subject positions in the gendered 

discourses of work and popular culture (Walkerdine 1990; Christian-Smith 1993; 

Gilbert 1991). The author relates some of the accounts in the research with 

claims that contradictory subject positions create tensions which women 

attempt to resolve in practices of silence when working in dominant discourses 

(Walkerdine 1990). The author finds, for example, that some of the research 

participants adopt practices of silence when their essentialist female subject 

positions 'transgress the boundaries' of popular and organisational cultures 

(Walkerdine 1990) in gendered discourses around the notion of work as career. 

The author relates some of the accounts in the research of practices of silence to 
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Such a hypothetical worker cannot have other imperatives of existence that impinge 
upon the job. The closest the disembodied worker doing the abstract job comes to a real 
worker is the male worker whose We centers on his full-time, life-long job, while his 

wife or another woman takes care of his personal needs and his children. 

(Acker 1990, p. 150) 

Catherine describes the tensions created for her in moving from an essentialist 

female subject position in cultural discourses, as a working mother, to the 

'gender neutral' subject of phallocentric work discourses in a male-dominated 

vocational education institution: 

I've always tried to keep my work and personal life separate, and being a single 
mother in the days when you were looked down on for taking a day's sick leave for a 
child, I look back and think 'how did I manage?', and I think it was because I was so 

pressured, being in a workforce with men who would have looked down on me for doing 
that, that I didn't take any time out. So I guess looking back at the balance between 

work and family, family suffered. 

Robyn describes how she adopts practices of silence rather than challenge the 

gender-neutral subject of work when competing with the childless 'hypothetical 

worker' {Acker 1990, p . 150) for employment: 

At the same time when I've gone for jobs I don't mention that I have children because 
as a single parent and a female, I think it would definitely act against me. 

The author relates these practices of silence in Catherine and Robyn's accounts 

to the participants' ways of coping with the construction of the organisational 

subject of work in masculinist schemas as gender-neutral. Interrogating 

research participants' accounts of practices of silence with poststructural theories 

on the positive aspects of 'practices of subjection' (Foucault 1984c), the author 

finds they offer subjects a position of agency from which to contest their 

discursive positioning within knowledge/ power relationships (Foucault 1984a, 

1984b). The author also finds that Catherine and Robyn's silence constitutes a 

form of resistance to the colonising strategies of the dominant gendered 

discourses around work in the vocational education and training institutions 

where they are working. 

Other accounts in the research indicate that moving away from practices of 

silence involves challenging the construction of femaleness in the discourses of 

popular culture in which silence and passivity is said to be embedded (Gilbert 
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1991, p. 24). In Pauline's words, 'a shift to being more masculine', when her 

husband's unexpected retirement caused her to re-assess her notion of work as 
career: 

It's like I am now the one who's out there in the workforce. It's actually given the 
recognition that my work is of value, is important. Up Wltil now my career's been like 
going with the flow. It's been recognising opportunities and going with them, but now 

I find that I am looking at the next five years. It's a shift in my head more than 
anything else. It's a shift to being more masculine in a sense, and doing more masculine 

things, which is asserting your worth and not letting people just use your skills. 

The author relates the 'shift' which Pauline describes above to the claim in the 

literature that 'transgressing the boundaries' between gendered discourses 

constitutes a shift from the subject position of 'otherness' (Walkerdine1990, p. 

134) in masculinist discourses of work, which operate in the vocational 

institution where Pauline works. The reading which the author makes of the 

disavowal of interest in a career frequently expressed by the women 

interviewed, is that it constitutes a strategy for resolving the contradictions 

between these two gendered discourses. According to this reading, strategies for 

disavowing success suggest tensions which many women experience as 

'insiders/ outsiders' (Acker 1990, p. 152) in masculinist discourses of work. The 

author finds that most of the research participants disavow their interest in the 

promotional schema of their organisations, particularly the financial rewards 

built into the linear hierarchies of the government departments and 

institutions where they work. Linda's comments are typical of most of the 

research participants on this matter: 

With regard to salary level, it's never been a big issue with me. I believe job 
satisfaction's more important. It seems that status comes with salary and it's nice if 

you get rewarded but it's not an issue as such. Doing a job well is more important, I 
think. 

The author relates the assertions of indifference to promotion and financial 

rewards made by most of the women taking part in this reasearch, to claims in 

the literature that the 'discursive production of femininity' in popular culture 

constructs the female subject of work as one who disavows the notion of work 

as career (Walkerdine 1990, p. 134). The claim that many women disassociate 

themselves from behaviours which challenge the 'discursive production of 

femininity' or 'transgress gender-discursive boundaries' (1990, p. 144), assists the 

author to read accounts in the research regarding promotion or ambition for a 

career. Vicky, for example, disavows the masculinist linear, award/promotion 
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schema embedded in the hierarchical structures of the government department 

in which she is working: 

I don't see myself as a particularly ambitious person. Intellectual stimulation has 
always been more important to me than a career path. I've always wanted to work in 

a way that extends my abilities and gives challenges. 

Pauline, however, equates her former disavowal of award/promotion with the 

way education institutions have devalued her work, and generalises from her 

own situation to those of other women working in the adult literacy education 

field: 

This is the first time that I've actually pursued this. In the past I have said that I 
love my work, the money's not the issue, it was always just with the nature of the job. 

And this is something I have become aware of- women do so much of the work, so 
much of the work, and get little or no recognition. And I don't feel that I'm going to 

accept that at this stage of my life. 

The author's reading of the research explores some of the implications of 

Pauline's remarks in regard to the reasons why some women working in adult 

literacy education disavow the androcentric linear, award/promotion notions 

embedded in masculinist constructions of work as career. Gillian, for example, 

constructs the notion of career around the personal and relational: 'I knew at 

some point I would have time out in order to have children'. Gillian tells of 

her decisions to move across and even down, organisational structures in order 

to fulfill her personal and relational goals. In the author's view, Gillian 

constructs her notion of career from personal values and desires rather than 

organisational values around promotion and salary structures: 

I was not, and I'm still not particularly ambitious in terms of senior management 
positions, but I am ambitious in terms of job satisaction. The thought of spending a 

third of your life in a job that is not particularly satisfying is very disturbing to me. 
So I re-assessed my career plan, and went outside the organisation to work freelance. 
A lot had to do with lifestyle choices. I didn't want to work sixty hours a week in a 

job. I wanted to be able to work flexibly, from home and as much as I could. 

Linda also describes her notion of career in terms of her personal desires: 

I've always had a vision as a young girl of one day being a mother and a wife and I 
guess I was caught up as a teenager in the revolution of women going back to w ork after 

having children. And it wasn't until I was married and had children that I decided 
to do what I always wanted to do -become a teacher. So I guess I had a long term idea 

of a career intermingled with other things in life. 
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Some of the research on the notion of work as career finds the influence of 

wider social and cultural values on participants' career notions. For Pauline 

and Linda, their families' differential values for men and women's work 

Gackson 1991) constrained their early desires for a career. In Pauline's case, 

family values seemed to reproduce a powerful gendered discourse which 

devalued women in the public domain of education and work: 

I've always had this notion, perhaps from my mother, that what a woman does is not 
so important as what a man d oes. I've had to push for my education all the way 

because my family didn't believe in giving girls a higher education. All I wanted to 
do when I left school was to go on to further study, but when my father died I had to 
get a job, even though I was due to go to Wliversity, so that my brother could continue 

his studies. 

Linda tells a similar story of her desire for a career being thwarted by a 

patriarchal insistence that she take up the gendered subject position available to 

women in popular culture: 

Before I left school I had it all planned out - I wanted to be a primary school teacher 
but m y father believed all women should become secretaries, get married and live 

happily ever after. I remember sitting on the bed howling when my father told me he 
had booked me into secretarial college. 

In assessing her notion of work as career, Robyn claims: 

Never thought about it. I was going to get married, have four children and live 
happily ever after: I don't think many women over forty consid ered a career. I 
thought I'd do lots of bits and pieces, odds and ends. And I still think that's as 

relevant as any career. 

In the author's view, Robyn's stance towards work as career is shaped by 

patriarchal gendered discourses of work which construct the subject of careers 

around 'men's typical life patterns' (Burton 1985, p. 425), and on gendered 

labour divisions of child rearing and 'bread-winning', thereby appropriating the 

notion of career to men (Acker 1990). Chapter One's discussion of the adult 

literacy education field touched on some of the historical and socio-cultural 

reasons why the field is dominated by women. It was suggested that the part

time and contractual nature of adult education in community education 

contexts made it a common employment option for women involved in child

rearing and other care-giving roles. In the author's view, the current situating 

of the adult literacy education field in vocational education contexts, with their 

contradictory gendered discourses, has caused most of the research participants, 

like Robyn, to re-assess the notion of career which they originally brought into 

their work. 
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Some of the research participants, however, transgress the gendered discursive 

boundaries of patriarchy and take up the subject position of work as 'bread

winners' without considerations for child rearing or care-giving. The accounts 

of these research participants are interesting, therefore, because of the 

similarities with, and differences to, the accounts of research participants who 

construct their notions of a career in adult literacy education around care-giving 

responsibilities in the personal domain. The author reads the accounts of 

participants not involved in care-giving as also constructing a female subject of 

work who resists the androcentric linear, award-promotion notion, basing their 

own notions of career on personal values and desires. 

For Penny, for example, it is the 'unplanned ad hoc opportunities that make 

work enjoyable': 

I go on what excites me in terms of a career, and also on the opportunities that arise. 
Certain things just come up ... basically I did no career planning whatsoever. It just 

happened. 

Sandra's disruption of androcentric notions of career, on the other hand, is 

constituted in the oppositional stance which she takes to its demands on her 

personal time: 

I didn't do any career planning. I jumped around for a long time and went from job to 
job, getting out of each job when I no longer found it enjoyable. But I h'ave found over 

the last few years that a career has overtaken me and now I have to make some 
decisions. If I took the promotional ladder to senior executive level I would have to 

give myself to my job, which means making such a big time commitment that I couldn't 
pursue other areas of my life which I personally find satisfying. And I'm not 

prepared to make those sacrifices just for a job. 

Vicky takes a similar stance in constructing her notion of career, and the subject 

of work, around the personal and private: 

I didn't really know what a career plan was. I don't even think I have one now. I'm 
not interested in the higher levels. I've found my acting stints at higher levels pretty 

terrifying. I'm not seeking promotion. Already my private life is less privileged in 
terms of the time I give it and I don't want to risk losing this any more by seeking 

promotion. 

In the author's view, the accounts in the research above make new meanings of 

the notion of work as career from the standpoints of personal rather than 
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organisational values. The author finds that, from the standpoint of their own 

gendered understandings and experiences, some participants such as Robyn 

construct a female subject of work and the notion of work as career, around 

child-rearing and care-giving. For others, like Gillian, who leaves a tenured 

position 'because I didn't particularly like what it was doing to me as a person', 

and later decides to combine child-rearing and part-time work because of 'a 

dissatisfaction with where I could see the work was going and what I was 

contributing', the notion of work as career is a more complex inter-relationship 

between personal values of work and life, including child-rearing. 

In the author's view, Penny's account is of value in emphasising the way her 

own self-fashioned subject of dominant gendered discourses around work, 

'normalises' a female subject of work who is led by personal gendered values of 

life and work to construct a career in adult literacy education in the new 

employment contexts in wich the field is now situated: 

In a sense I re-assess (my ca.reer) all the time in terms of gut feeling, and what excites 
and interests me. And sometimes it's a mundane reason like how satisfying the day
to-day things are, and sometimes it's exotic, like the thought of being able to travel, 

or work in Paris or New York. I couldn't work anywhere where there wasn't good 
weather and good food . I absolutely couldn't work anywhere where they expected me 

to dress up. I absolutely hate having to wear lipstick, formal suits and high-heeled 
shoes. Can't do it. Hate having to clock on and dock off at a certain time. It drives 

me batty. Who you work with is absolutely crucial. Working with someone you hate 
makes your life hell. No job can be worth that. Or too much administration. In lots of 

ways I can see I'm following a path, I can see the links, but it certainly wouldn't be 
linear. 

The author's reading of the research in the category of careers has revisited the 

study's theoretical frameworks in order to theorise the reading's findings in the 

light of poststructural feminist theories on discourses and subjectivities. The 

author's reading has found that phallocentric gendered discourses around the 

notion of work as career construct 'regimes of truth' (Foucault 1966) which 

separate the public from the private, normalise androcentric linear 

constructions of career and appropriate the notion of career to men as its 

supposedly neutral-gender subject. From a poststructural feminis t position, 

however, the author reads accounts in the research as resisting these discursive 

'regimes of truth' (Foucault 1976) and fashioning a new female subject in 

dominant gendered discourses of work whose notions of work as career refuse 

to separate the personal and relational from the public. This finding, together 

with others made throughout this chapter's discussions, will be brought 

together in Chapter Six's discussion on the thesis, which follows. 
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CHAPTER VI 

DISCUSSION 

Introduction 

I engaged in this thesis in order to have a broader, more theoretical, 

understanding of gendered discourses in the workplaces of adult literacy 

education. Given my own experiences as practitioner, program manager, 

project officer and administrator, I believe that I can bring to the task some 

understandings of the way gendered discourses operate in the structures and 

practices of government departments and institutions responsible for the work 

of adult literacy education. My reasons for selecting adult literacy education as a 

field for investigating gendered discourses are broader, however, than my own 

involvement in the field. They include the implications of recent changes to the 

administration and organisation of adult literacy education which now situate 

adult literacy education, traditionally managed and delivered by women in 

community settings, in male-dominated public service departments and 

vocational education and training institutions (Gilding 1994). 

Some important implications for my working life concern the gender 

dimensions of the problematic relationship between the contradictory discourses 

which shape the fields of adult literacy education and vocational education and 

training (Butler & Brown 1992). The thesis is an attempt to investigate the 

implications of this discursive shift for female subjects of adult literacy 

education who, like myself, are 'caught in the nexus on contradictory gendered 

discourses' (Walkerdine 1990, p. 144). The questions around which I have 

framed the thesis' investigations are: What do gendered discourses in adult 

literacy education look like? How do they operate in the androcentric 

organisations in which the field is now situated? What does it mean to be the 

female subject of these gendered discourses in the work we are now engaged in? 
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I have chosen the theories of poststructuralism and poststructural feminism as a 

framework for guiding the thesis' investigations, including the methodology for 

conducting the research. My reasons for doing so are because of the richness 

these theories offer to an investigation of gendered discourses. Given the 

complexity of the theoretical frameworks, I have selected a traditional thesis 

pattern, to to assist the reader to follow the theoretical discussions in the 

literature review, as well as the in the chapters on the theoretical framework, 

methodology and research. In view of the limitations which a 40 credit point 

thesis places on the size of the thesis' research project, I have used a large part of 

the literature review chapter to investigate the pedagogical aspects of adult 

literacy education, giving over the focus of the research chapter to the 

administrative and organisational aspects of the field. I have also drawn from 

the literature review of poststructural feminist writers to select four aspects of 

the social organisation of work which I use as research categories for capturing 

some of the gendered discourses around the organisation of adult literacy work 

in government departments and vocational education and training institutions. 

The aim of the thesis' research component is to provide a feminist reading of 

the specific and partial accounts of the working lives of eight women who work 

in the field of adult literacy education in government departments and 

vocational education and training institutions. These women have been asked 

to speak about some of the ways in which their organisations treat them as 

employees, particularly in regard to the development and recognition of their 

knowledges and skills. The questionnaire to which they spoke their responses 

on audiotape, has asked them to give their own accounts of the ways they work, 

and the way they view their careers in adult literacy education. The method of 

questionnaire/interview used for conducting the research was intended to allow 

the women time for reflection and for bringing a new, or recovered, awareness 

to taken-for-granted aspects of their everyday working lives. I have used a 

poststructural feminist methodology for the research to allow these women to 

speak from their own standpoints about their lives and work, and I do not make 

any claims as to the 'generalisability' of these accounts. I base my 'claims to 

truth' in the research in a poststructural feminist epistemology (Gunew 1990; 

Grosz 1990) which recognises these women's specific, embodied experiences 

(Haraway 1991; Lather 1991), and legitimates both their knowledges and mine, in 

our subjective experiences of gendered discourses in the organisations for which 

we work (Harding 1989) . 



Summary of findings 

I have drawn on poststructural feminism to theorise the findings of the 

research, using the four research categories to problematise and interrogate 

gender-discursive constructions in the structures and practices of the 

organisations employing these women. Applying poststructural 
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understandings of the discursive relationship between knowledge, power and 

the subject (Foucault 1984b) I have found that gendered discourses in patriarchal 

systems of work, such as government departments and vocational education 

institutions, serve to exclude or marginalise women in the ownership of the 

knowledges and skills which 'count' in the structures and practices of power 

{Acker 1990; Jackson 1991). My reading of the research emphasises the power of 

these discourses to control gendered relationships of power in the network of 

practices (Foucault 1977) which constitute the hierarchical, bureaucratic systems 

of the organisations servicing adult literacy education in which the research 

participants are now working. Some of the women I interviewed spoke of 'a 

glass ceiling' between them and promotion, of being kept out of 'the boy's 

network' of senior management positions in the government departments 

where they organise their adult literacy work. There are accounts in the 

research of lack of access to skills formation in management and administrative 

areas which bring promotion in the government and institutional bureaucracies 

which now determine the policies of the adult literacy field. 

My reading locates a 'glass ceiling' in some gender-discursive practices in the 

departments and institutions where the women I interviewed work. Skills 

formation training, for example, and the descriptions of the skills of adult 

literacy program managers and administrators keep women working in this area 

from promotional positions in vocational education training. I find that gender

discursive constructions of knowledges and skills in the 'technical-rational' 

schemas of work (Butler & Brown 1993; Jackson 1991) which characterise 

vocational education training organisations, render invisible the 'complex, 

fragmented and interconnected' (Poynton & Lazenby 1992, p. 26) knowledges and 

skills which adult literacy managers use in their work. Where economic

rationalist and human capital discourses shaping vocational education and 

training recognise and value 'productive' skills and work 'outcomes', liberal

humanist discourses shaping adult literacy education recognise and value 

'reproductive' skills and the work of interpersonal liaison and networking. 
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Interrogating the research with poststructral theories, I find that dominant 

gendered discourses around work construct 'regimes of truth' (Foucault 1966) 

which separate and privilege, the public domain of work from the personal 

domain of the relational. Some poststructural feminist literature assists me to 

understand the way this gendered discourse devalues the 'reproductive' and 

interpersonal work in which women in adult literacy management are engaged 

because the communicative skills involved are associated with the private 

domain of the relational Gackson 1991). In my view, the accounts which the 

women give of what it means to be the subject of gendered discourses in many 

aspects of their current work, signal the problematic relationship between the 

discourses shaping adult literacy education and vocational education and 

training. I locate some of this problematic relationship in the emphasis which 

the feminised field of adult literacy education gives to the personal and 

relational domains and the emphasis which androcentric organisations of 

vocational education and training give to the public domain. The under

attention, for example, which most of the women give to the highly valued 

public and formal processes for developing administrative skills, and to the 

linear progression through the hierarchy which is expected of public service 

administrators, indicates a different relationship with discourses around work as 

career in the bureaucratic institutions which now employ them. In spite of the 

financial rewards built into the linear hierarchies of the government 

departments and institutions where they work, some of the women prefer to 

move sideways rather than be promoted upwards. The reasons vary for this 

seeming indifference to the recognition and salary awards which promotion 

brings in the public domain. Some women emphasise the need for work 

satisfaction over promotion. Others take a stance against the increased time and 

work demands which promotion brings. Most of the women, however, speak 

of the value they give to the personal-relational when constructing their notion 

of a career. 

I find dominant gendered discourses around work in vocational education and 

training organisations and government departments construct discursive 

'regimes of truth' (Foucault 1976) which normalise androcentric linear notions 

of career and appropriate the notion of career to 'neutral-gender' male subjects 

of work (Acker 1990). Some of the literature I reviewed suggests that patriarchal 

gendered labour divisions of child rearing and 'bread-winning' construct the 

notion of careers around 'men's typical life patterns' (Burton 1985, p. 425). Some 

of the women involved in care-giving, participated in this patriarchal gendered 
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discourse when they first entered the field of adult literacy education in part

time community education contexts. Recent changes in their employment 

context, however, and in the discourses shaping their employing organisations 

have caused some of the women interviewed to re-assess the notion of career 

which they originally brought into their work. In one woman's words, to make 

'a shift to being more masculine'. 

My reading of the shifts which many of the women I interviewed are making in 

regard to their notion of a career in adult literacy education is that they indicate 

a need to resolve some of the discursive contradictions of the old and new 

working contexts for adult literacy education. Drawing on my understanding of 

the problematic relationship between the adult literacy field and the vocational 

education and training system, and the contradictory discourses shaping their 

work, I find that the women I interviewed make several shifts from old to new 

subject positions in moving between these contradictory gendered discourses. 

Some of these women's accounts indicate that shifts in subject positions 

involve challenging the 'discursive production of femininity' (Gilbert 1991, p. 

24) and 'transgress(ing) gender-discursive boundaries' (Walkerdine 1990, p. 144) 

in the new contexts where they are now working. 

Some poststructural feminist literature assists me to understand that 

contradictory gendered discourses create tensions for female subjects who 

'transgress discursive boundaries' and that these tensions can be resolved in 

practices which serve to construct new subject positions (Walkerdine 1990; 

Christian-Smith 1993; Gilbert 1991). I read some of these practices and these new 

subject positions in the accounts which the women give of ways of resisting 

subject positions in the gendered discourses of the institutions where they work. 

I find, for example, that many of the women use 'practices of silence' 

(Walkerdine 1990) rather than assert their worth in competing for promotion or 

demanding recognition of their knowledges and skills in senior management 

meetings. Many of the women interviewed speak of the cost to their careers in 

resisting the subject positions of the gendered discourses which shape 

government departments and vocational education and training institutions. 

For them, practices of silence are strategies for resisting the power which those 

whose interests are served by the maintenance of androcentric gendered 

discourses, have over their working lives. 
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I take the position, however, that practices of silence can be read as ways for 

subjects to resist 'colonising' discourses (Kress 1975), such as the androcentric 

discourses of vocational education and training. My position is drawn from 

postructural theories on the power of subjects to resist dominant discourses and 

contest their discursive positioning within knowledge/power relationships 

(Foucault 1984a, 1984b). In my view, the accounts in the research show that the 

women I interviewed resist the dominant androcentric discourses around work 

by making their own meanings of the female subject of work from the 

standpoints of their own gendered understandings and experiences. For some 

of the women the female subject of work is constructed around the values 

given to child-rearing and care-giving. For others, gendered subjectivities in 

discourses of work involve a complex inter-relationship between personal 

values of work and life, including child-rearing. All of the women interviewed, 

however, emphasise the way their personal gendered values of life and work 

construct a female subject of work who is able to take up positions resistant to 

the dominant gendered discourses in the new employment contexts in which 

the adult literacy education field is now managed and administered. 

I have also drawn on poststructural feminism to theorise the findings of a 

literature review of gendered discourses shaping the pedagogical practices of 

adult literacy education. The focus of this review of the literature is the 

problematic relationship between the discourses shaping adult literacy education 

in community education and the discourses shaping the vocational education 

and training system in which most practitioners are now situated. I find the 

problematic relationship for practitioners is mostly constituted in the change 

from client-centred curricula to 'technical-rational' competency-based curricula, 

driven by the training needs of industry (Butler & Brown 1993). In my view, the 

significance of this change is in the different values given by a tecnical-rational 

schema of education to the personal and relational domains in which adult 

literacy education curricula is grounded. 

I have used poststructural feminist theories to assist me to identify 

contradictions between the gendered discourses shaping adult literacy education 

and the discourses shaping vocationally-focused education and training, which 

make their relationship problematic for practitioners. Some poststructural 

feminist literature assists me to understand how these gendered discourse 

operate through current policies which shape adult literacy education practices 

in the vocational education and training contexts where it is now taught. I find, 
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for example, that dominant gendered discourses around liberal-humanist and 

economic-rationalist educational policies in vocational education and training, 

construct a 'neutral-gender' male subject of education and normalise subject 

positions of 'otherness' for women (Yates 1993; Clark 1993). Other 

poststructural feminist literature describes how the supposedly neutral-gender 

subject of education is constructed in dominant gendered discourses around 

'progressivist' and 'critical' liberal-humanist theories of education which shape 

adult education practices (Walkerdine 1984; Lee 1994; Clark 1993; Luke & gore 

1992). From reading the literature I have formed the view that gendered 

discourses in the theories and policies which shape vocational education and 

training reproduce gendered power relations in the wider society. 

I have turned to the literature of feminist adult literacy practitioners 

(Sanguinetti 1994a,b,c; Angwin 1994a,b; Bowen 1994a, b) to find out what it 

means to be a female subject of adult literacy education in the gendered 

discourses constructed through policies and theories of adult education in the 

vocational education and training system. Some of the women practitioners 

whose accounts I read take a poststructural feminist stance in speaking 'from the 

margins' of current educational discourses, at conferences and in journals, to 

give voice to positions of difference within the discourses of economic

rationalism and its masculinist definitions of education and training. These 

women argue that so called neutral-gender pedagogical practices are 

underpinned by 'a male ethos of individualism and competition' which 

reproduces the differential experiences of men and women in organisational 

structures (Bodsworth1994). They claim that so-called neutral-gender learning 

spaces reproduce the same 'gender oppressive forms of social relations' as occur 

outside the classroom (Lee 1994, p. 4) including forms of disruption which 

constitute 'controlling' strategies ' for masculinist knowledge systems' (Clark 

1993, p. 26). They point out that supposedly neutral-gender male-authored 

learning materials exclude or marginalise women's personal and cultural 

experiences (Prior 1994, p. 68). 

In my view, the accounts in the literature of 'feminist-informed' adult literacy 

pedagogies (Sanguinetti 1994a) show how the women involved in its 

construction resist the dominant androcentric discourses of liberal humanism 

and economic rationalism which shape vocational education and training. I 

find that these 'feminist-informed' practices constitute a 'discursive resistance' 

to masculinist pedagogies, theories and policies, making adult literacy education 
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a site for contesting the gender-discourses of vocational education and training. 

They resist, for example, the male/neutral-gender construction of the subject of 

education, by grounding their teaching in shared gendered experiences with 

women learners (Sanguinetti 1994a, pp. 2-5). They construct a notion of the 

female subject of adult literacy education which normalises collaborative 

learning styles and disrupts authoritative and competitive notions in 

masculinist learning systems of vocational education and training. They 

provide 'women-only spaces' for learning (Sanguinetti1994a, p.l) for female 

subjects of education to construct knowledges of difference to male-authored 

know ledges. 

I have expressed some concerns in the thesis, however, regarding the way the 

resistance to gendered discourses in vocational education and training relies on 

essentialist and unitary subject positions for both women adult literacy 

practitioners and learners, which are problematic to some poststructural theories 

of the female subject (Flax 1992). I take the view, however, that essentialist 

constructions of the female subject of education can constitute a useful strategy 

for disrupting phallocentric gendered discourses around the male, or 

supposedly neutral-gender, subject of education in the vocational education and 

training institutions where adult literacy education is now situated. Although I 

have included this brief discussion of adult literacy practices in the summary of 

findings, my concluding remarks which follow, are mainly concerned with the 

managers, administrators and project officers working in adult literacy education 

who took part in the study's research project. 

Conclusions 

In evaluating how I have met my aim of gaining a broader, more theoretical, 

understanding of gendered discourses in the workplaces of adult literacy 

education, I find that I have identified some of the dominant gendered 

discourses shaping the work of this field. I have located these discourses in the 

organisational cultures of the government departments and vocational 

education and training institutions where adult literacy education is now, 

problematically situated. I find these discourses constituted in masculinist 

schemas of work, separating the public from the personal and relational, and 

operating through a 'gendered sub-text' of organisational structures and 

practices. I also find that these gendered discourses are contradictory to those 
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which shape the organisational culture of adult literacy education and serve to 

position women working in adult literacy differentially in relationships of 

power in government departments and vocational education institutions. This 

finding has led me to investigate the subject positions available to these women 

in the gendered discourses operating in their working lives. 

Drawing on my knowledges and experiences in the adult literacy education field, 

and the accounts of the women interviewed for my research, I find that women 

involved in the administration and management of adult literacy education 

disrupt androcentric 'regimes of truth' about the subject of work in vocational 

education and training organisations. In my view, the gendered discourses 

which shape the way women work in adult literacy management resist 

masculinist 'technical-rational schemas' (Butler & Brown 1993, p . 12) and 

normalise holistic schemas for work. I find, for example, that most of the 

women taking part in the research take a holistic approach to time and task 

management during the course of their work, borrowing from their gendered 

experiences in personal and relational domains. From their own accounts, the 

way they deploy interpersonal skills at work is also a way of bringing public and 

personal domains together. I read their refusal to separate the personal and 

relational from the public in work communication practices (Poynton & Lazenby 

1992) as resistant and disruptive of the dominant gendered discourses in the 

institutions where they work . 

In my view, the women I researched for this study value ways of working and 

knowing which interrupt androcentric order and 'transgress the discursive 

boundaries between the public and private sphere' (Smith 1987, pp. 4-8). As 

female subjects of phallocentric gendered discourses around work, I find these 

women are able to resist and even subvert some of the subject positions 

available to them in these discourses, and construct their own subject positions 

(McNay 1992). In my view, their subject positions are ones in which the 

discourses of work and the personal-relational 'intersect, overlap and mediate 

one another' (Threadgold 1992, p . 14). The women I interviewed shared an 

insistence on bringing their personal values, borne out of different encultured 

and embodied understandings, to the construction of a holistic way of working. 

From the standpoint of their own understandings and values (Haraway 1991; 

Harding 1991), the women who took part in the research provide accounts of the 

way they 'fashion' a female subject of work which 'put(s) the sexual back into 
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the social contract, refusing the elision of the private and the personal from the 

public world' (Threadgold 1990b, p . 12). 

The poststructural feminist method which I use in reading the research has not 

sought to reproduce a structural mono-causal analysis of the problem, or to 

legitimate claims to value-free objectivity in the research findings (Harding 

1987). Nor have I sought to construct a liberal-humanist or structuralist 'grand 

narrative' of gendered discourses for explaining the 'universe of experience' 

(Walton, forthcoming, 1995, p. 40) from the specific experiences of the women 

interviewed for the study. This thesis has sought, rather, to address some 

contemporary and localised problems of gendered discourses in its research of 

some specific organisational structures and practices and some particular 

versions of women's workplace experiences. 
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APPENDIX 

QUESTIONNAIRE 

Describe your job in terms of the the field-specific, or professional knowledge, 

the operational, or program knowledge, and the organisational, or policy 

knowledge. 

Is this scope and balance reflected in your job description? 

Which knowledge 'counts' most in terms of status or salary level m your field of 

employment? 

How does your 'ownership of these know/edges compare with those of your 

colleagues, or supervising officers? 

Can you recall an experience when you were in the 'primary knower' role but 

not acknowledged as such in the decision-making process? 

Can you recall an experience at work when you preferred to conceal your 

knowledge of e.g. policy issues or corporate decisions, rather than imply that you 

knew as much as/more than a supervising officer? 

Were there any gender issues involved m your responses to the last two 

questions? 

Describe your job in terms of the task-oriented and interpersonal, or 

communicative, skills involved. 
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Is this the same or different from the description m your statement of duties? 

What kind of a return do you think you get from time invested m the 
interpersonal elements of your job? 

Is this time investment recognised by your supervisors and colleagues as an 

integral part of your work? 

To what extent do you draw on your personal life experiences 1n your 

deployment of interpersonal skills at work? 

How easy/difficult is it for you to leave out interpersonal elements from the 
workplace texts which you write? 

Describe the nature of the literacy tasks involved m your job and the level of 
competence they require? 

Do your communicative and literacy competences bring you status 1n your 
current job? 

Is it your understanding that they will lead to promotional rewards m your 
career path? 

Which of the following methods characterises your expenence 1n developing 

job-related knowledge and skills: 

- formal on-the-job 

- informal on-the-job 

- pre-entry education and training. 



Which method do you value most? 

Which does your organisation value most, as recognised m salary 

increments/promotion levels ? 

What kind of career-planning did you do before you entered the workforce? 
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Did this include a concept of yourself as working through a promotional scltema 

and in uninterrupted service? 

Have there been any points m your life at which you have re-assessed your 

initial career plan? 

What caused this re-assessment? 

To what extent do you believe that your personal life and your working life 

should be kept separate? 

How easy/difficult has it been for you to do this? 

Do you consider someone who leaves their personal world completely behind 

when they come to work to be more 'professional' than someone who doesn't? 

Were there any gender issues involved zn your responses to the last four 

questions? 

How would you describe the distribution of gender in promotional and non

promotional positions in your workplace or occupation/profession? 
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