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ABSTRACT

In this thesis I set out to create an interdisciplinary location from which to
address the relationship between gender and communication in an organisational
context. I draw on feminist and post-structuralist theory to ask the question:
How is ‘difference’ constructed in organisational communication? I use the term
‘difference’ here to indicate that I am interested in how ‘gender’ works in
relationship with other kinds of difference, especially in relation to ethnic
difference.

My thesis is intended as a contribution to feminist communication theory, and
specifically, to the emerging field of feminist organisational communication.
Because of the approach I take to ‘communication’, this project addresses broad
issues of identity, agency and discourse in organisations. In this sense, I also see
the thesis as a contribution to organisational studies, and particularly to the
study of organisational discourse, which opens up new relationships between
‘organisation’ and ‘communication’. Interdisciplinarity itself is a key issue in my
thesis, as I set out to create connections between disciplinary fields in the service
of contesting them, rather than seeking to create new boundaries. A second key
focus is the development of theoretical sophistication in the field of gender and
communication. I draw on feminist/post-structuralist theory, especially feminist
readings of Michel Foucault’s work to generate this development. My third key
focus is the issue of agency, which I see as central to theorising organisational
transformation, and also as central to re-thinking communication theory.

My writing strategies demonstrate my commitments to reflexivity in developing
feminist/post-structuralist research epistemologies, and I experiment with ways
of paying attention to issues of authority throughout the thesis. This thesis is
divided into two main parts. In Chapters 2 to 6, I set up a theoretical framework
for feminist/post-structuralist accounts of gender and ethnicity, and weave this
theory through the literatures of ‘gender and communication’, ‘cross-cultural
communication’, and ‘organisational communication’. I set out to produce an
‘autocritique’, an opportunity to draw on developments in post-structuralist
theory to think differently about feminist ‘organisational communication’, putting
it within a broader framework of ‘difference’.

In the second part of the thesis, Chapters 7 to 12, I put issues generated by this
theoretical framework in a specific organisational context, asking: How are
gender and ethnic differences constructed in the discourses of Equal Employment



Opportunities (EEO) and Biculturalism in New Zealand governnient
organisations? Chapters 7 and 8 introduce my field studies methodology and
research subjects, and provide background narratives which frame the historical
and cultural context in which they were carried out. In Chapters 9 to 12 I carry
out a discourse analysis of interviews with EEO and Biculturalism practitioners,
and also analyse published and unpublished documents associated with
‘difference’ in employment policies. These accounts of field studies are intended
as a series of experiments with theorising ‘organisational communication’ in
different ways. I complete the thesis with a ‘Review’ (Chapter 13) in which I
reflect on key theoretical threads, and on further questions that emerged during
the project.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

What is philosophy today, I mean philosophical activity, if it is not work
which is critical of thought itself? And what is it if, instead of legitimising
that which we already know, it does not consist in finding out how and
how far it might be possible to think differently? (Foucault, 1992, pp. 8-9).

1. Possibilities of transformation

In this thesis I set out to create an interdisciplinary location from which to
address the relationship between gender and communication in an
organisational context. I draw on feminist and post-structuralist theory to ask the
question: How is ‘difference’! constructed in organisational communication? I
use the term ‘difference’ here to indicate that I am interested in how ‘gender’
works in relationship with other kinds of difference, especially in relation to
ethnic difference.

My thesis is intended as a contribution to feminist communication theory, and
specifically, to the emerging field of feminist organisational communication.
Because of the approach I take to ‘communication’, this project addresses broad
issues of identity, agency and discourse in organisations. In this sense, I also see
the thesis as a contribution to organisational studies, and particularly to the
study of organisational discourse, which opens up new relationships between
‘organisation’ and ‘communication’. Interdisciplinarity itself is a key issue in my
thesis, as I set out to create connections between disciplinary fields in the service
of contesting them, rather than seeking to create new boundaries. A second key
focus is the development of theoretical sophistication in the field of gender and
communication. I draw on feminist/post-structuralist theory, especially feminist
readings of the writings of Michel Foucault, to generate this development. My
third key focus is the issue of agency, which I see as central to theorising
organisational transformation, and also as central to re-thinking communication

theory.

1 On my use of quotation marks in this thesis other than for attributed quotations: ‘The effect of the
uotation marks is to denaturalize the terms [within quotation marks], to designate these signs as
sites of political debate’ (Butler, 1995a, p. 54).



In this introduction I discuss my research questions from various perspectives,
putting my theoretical framework in place and explaining its relationship to my
field studies. I set out to establish a relationship with readers, by locating myself
in terms of my epistemological and political commitments, and setting out a
basic theoretical vocabulary. I also introduce the ‘voice’ that I use in writing the
thesis.

My thesis title is drawn from Michel Foucault’s claim that the analysis of
discourse opens up the ‘possibility of transformation’ (Foucault, 1972, p. 120). In
this project I am concerned with the ‘possibilities of transformation’ in two
senses. First, I am interested in the possibilities of transforming the academic
discourses of difference and communication. In my original thesis proposal, I
asked how gender and ethnicity in organisational communication could be
theorised in the light of what I saw as a ‘crisis of representation’ in the social
sciences in which ‘the foundations of communication itself are being questioned’
(Boyne and Rattansi, 1990, p. 12). The opportunities which I saw at that time
have since been opened up by writers in communication theory generally, in the
fields of gender and ethnicity and communication, in organisational and
management theory which addresses questions of difference, post-modernism
and post-modernity. My discussion of these theoretical literatures follows in
Chapters 2 to 6.

My key analytic approach is what feminist philosopher Judith Butler calls a
‘denaturalizing critique’ (Butler, 1990). This is a strategy of interrupting
assumptions about ‘natural’ identities, in order to open up possibilities for
change: ‘only from a self-consciously denaturalized position can we see how that
appearance of naturalness has been constituted’ (Butler, 1990, p. 110). In this case
I question the naturalization of identity - especially gender and ethnic identities -
in the communication literatures. This critique opens up the possibility that the
discipline of communication can be transformed to create a space in which the
construction of identity can be studied.

Secondly, I am interested in communicative practices which create possibilities
of transforming identities in organisations. In particular, I consider identity
within organisations in the context of feminist theories of equality and
difference. On the level of practice, this means an interest in how feminists in
organisations set out to intervene strategically in discourses of equality and
difference through organisational change programmes such as Equal
Employment Opportunities (EEO). How do they see the possibilities of



transformation? What does the process of transformation tell us about how
difference is created in organisational communication? Again, I use a
denaturalizing critique of organisational discourses. I look at how certain
identities come to be taken-for-granted as ‘natural’, and at how this seeming
naturalness is both reproduced and contested by feminist projects. The second
half of the thesis consists of an inquiry into possibilities of transformation in
organisations through a variety of experiments in analysing interview texts and
documents collected during field studies. In the New Zealand context, various
forms of ‘Biculturalism’2 programmes work alongside EEO programmes in
government organisations to specifically address agendas of difference and
equality. I have chosen to focus on these as key organisational sites where
discourses of difference are overt and explicit. In my interviews with 28
practitioners, I focused on their organisational change strategies as
communicative practices. I talked with them about how they saw themselves as
agents of communication intervening in discourses of difference in their
organisations.

This thesis is theory-driven. Rather than using the more traditional thesis format
of splitting an exposition of ‘theory’ from its systematic ‘application’ to field
studies, I prefer to see theoretical questions as implicated and elaborated
throughout the thesis. I see the denaturalizing critiques of the literature, and of
organisational texts, as experiments in trying out various aspects of my
theoretical inquiry. I am inspired by Foucault’s description of his work as
““propositions”, “game openings” where those who might be interested are
‘invited to join in’, rather than ‘dogmatic assertions’ (Foucault, 1991a, p. 74). I
like his idea of ‘philosophical fragments put to work in a historical field of
problems’ (ibid.). In this chapter, I introduce my research questions, and my key
theoretical resources. These include feminism and anti-racism, post-
structuralism and post-modernism, and theories of discourse analysis. I go on to
discuss my approach to writing the thesis, and conclude with an outline of the

thesis chapter by chapter.

2 In the New Zealand context, ‘Biculturalism’ has specific meanings in terms of %?vemment
policies and programmes dealing with issues of ethnicity. These are outlined in Chapter 8, and
discussed extensively in Chapters 12 and 13. In this thesis I use the capitalised version of
‘Biculturalism’ to indicate this specific context, and ‘biculturalism’ with no initial capital to indicate
a more general reference.
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2. Research questions for re-thinking ‘difference’ in organisational
communication

In this section I work through my research questions (see Table 1) in the context
of my theoretical assumptions and research design. I raise many issues that I will
return to in detail later in the thesis, and I flag these as I go. I see this thesis as an
account of my own re-thinking of ‘gender and communication’. In the 25 or so
years since I first studied ‘sex differences in language’ from a sociolinguistic
perspective, my experiences as a communication practitioner in organisations,
and as a feminist activist and teacher, have given me a much more complex
perspective on ‘difference’, and on how it is played out in specific ways in
organisational life. On returning to academic work in the late 1980s, I found that
feminist/post-structuralist writings opened up a series of opportunities to ‘think
things differently’. I argue in this thesis that these perspectives, while often
written in genres that seem alien and esoteric to practitioners, can be of great

practical value to feminists.

My intention in designing this project has been to re-think the gender and
communication debates from a feminist/post-structuralist point of view. In
particular, I have drawn on the work of Judith Butler, in which gender is seen as
performative, as constructed in discourse, rather than as a pre-given identity
which provides gender as a ‘variable’ in measuring communication differences.
(See Chapters 2 to 5 for my discussions on gender and ethnicity as performative.)
Because I see difference as an effect of discourse, my key question, then, applied
to the specific research field, becomes:

How are gender and ethnic differences constructed in the organisational
discourses of EEO and Biculturalism in New Zealand government

organisations?

In developing my inquiry process, I focused on two key theoretical questions.
The first is:

How can the topic of ‘communication and difference’ be re-thought from
a post-structuralist perspective?



KEY RESEARCH QUESTIONS
How is ‘difference’ constructed in organisational communication?
Applied to the research field, it becomes:

How are gender and ethnic differences constructed in the organisational
discourses of EEO and Biculturalism in New Zealand government

organisations?

To develop my research question further, I elaborate it in these

terms:

Theoretical questions

How can the topic of ‘communication and difference’ be re-thought from
a feminist/post-structuralist perspective?

What is the relationship between communicative practices and identity?

Methodological question
What methods of discourse analysis take communication perspectives

into account?

Key questions in field studies

What communicative strategies are employed by EEO practitioners?
How do the discourses of EEO and Biculturalism come into conflict with
each other?

How do the discourses of EEO and Biculturalism come into conflict with
other discourses in government organisations (especially discourses of

bureaucracy and managerialism)?

Table 1. Key research questions




To answer this question, I needed to re-think both ‘communication’ and
‘difference’. As I discuss below, the particular ‘version’ of feminist post-
structuralism that forms the basis of most of my re-thinking’ is a foucauldian
one. (I use a small ‘f’ here to indicate various re-readings of Michel Foucault’s
work, as well as texts authored by Foucault.)

Foucauldian concepts of subjectivity are clearly a key issue here in linking
discourse with identity, and I developed a research question to address them

more specifically:
What is the relationship between communicative practices and identity?

I see the re-thinking of a given academic field in feminist/post-structuralist
terms as a contribution in itself. In developing a feminist/post-structuralist
research agenda for ‘communication and difference’, and in showing how it
converges with developing feminist agendas in organisational studies, I set out
to generate a broad range of research possibilities (Chapters 5 and 6). In the
second part of the thesis I experimented with just a few of these possibilities in a
specific historical field. I did this to demonstrate to myself and others that
feminist/post-structuralist approaches to organisational communication offer
useful ways for practitioners to reflect on their own practice. I was interested in
how practitioners theorised their own activities, and in making connections
between this theorising and the kinds of theoretical questions I was interested in.
I set out to develop an analytic process, rather than to write a thesis ‘about’ EEO
or Biculturalism. In Chapter 8 I give some basic background on how EEO and
Biculturalism work in a local context, so that my later field studies ‘experiments’
make sense to readers. Primarily, I see my account as a narrative arising from
local conditions, to be read in connection with other narratives by those with

interests in similar fields.

A central issue in my research agenda was to find ways to investigate
communication processes as performative, using some version of foucauldian
discourse analytic methods. As I discuss in Chapters 4 to 6, foucauldian
discourse analysis work in communication studies has tended to focus on
communication as representation, rather than on communication as process. This
methodological question then formed the basis of my discourse analysis work:

Which methods of discourse analysis take communication perspectives

into account?



As a researcher, I saw myself as a facilitator of a conversation between me and
practitioners about their own communicative practices in their field. I wanted to
know how they theorised their own communicative interventions, and how this
theorising related to their own autobiographies (identities) and their change
strategies (their political frameworks). The relevant research question in terms of
field studies was:

Which communication strategies are employed by EEO practitioners?

I analysed practitioners’ accounts in terms of a map of organisational discourses
in two main dimensions: historical (diachronic) change; and differences across
the boundaries of contemporary discourses (synchronic). The way I initially
identified discursive boundaries was in terms of boundary conflicts, although in
later analysis convergences also became very important. The relevant field
studies questions were based on teasing out the relationships between gender
and ethnicity (here signified roughly as EEO and Biculturalism), and between
EEO, Biculturalism and the dominant organisational discourses (bureaucracy

and managerialism) :

How do the discourses of EEO and Biculturalism come into conflict with
each other?

How do the discourses of EEO and Biculturalism come into conflict with
other discourses in government organisations (especially discourses of

bureaucracy and managerialism)?
3. Introducing terms

I like Wendy Brown's feminist image of the ‘post-modern’ as ‘a global intifada of
the margins against the center’ (Brown, 1991, p. 63). Here we can see feminism as
one of the forces storming the Pentagon of modern rational thought, the centre of
all knowledge and authority, while perhaps at the same time the Pentagon itself
is disintegrating from within, its confidence in its own authority crumbling. In
this section I do some sorting and spelling-out of how I use a basic vocabulary of
theoretical terms such as ‘feminism’ and ‘post-modernism’, while also pointing
out that the problematising of many of these terms is part of the work of the

thesis.



This thesis is based on the premises of feminism, in terms of epistemology as
well as theoretical focus and political commitments. Feminism in the 1990s is
strongly contested and fragmented. I take feminism to be a discourse: that is,
specifically historically and culturally located. Anna Yeatman describes it as ‘one
of the central emancipatory movements of the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries’, and, as such ‘seeks to end a particular type of power relationship’
(Yeatman, 1995). Here feminism is clearly located as a modern movement, but as
Vicki Kirby points out, ‘monolithic representations’ of feminism suppress the
differences within it, and put it in ‘agonistic confrontation’ with other categories
such as post-modernism - incidentally casting post-modernism as ‘equally
monolithic’ (Kirby, 1993, p. 21). (In Chapter 2, I set out some of the
modernist/post-modernist discussions within feminism.) Kirby, an Australian
feminist, argues for the values of local versions of feminist discourses, and
commends the way that Australian feminists have ‘been engaged in grafting, re-
reading and recycling these exotic imports - [post-modernism, Anglo-American
feminisms] - into products with different and local use values’ (ibid., p. 21). In
New Zealand we do the same, within our own context of ‘post-colonialism’, and
our history of gendered and ethnic relationships. For instance, the relationship

between Pakeha3 feminism and issues of Maori4 sovereignty is unique, and
flows through my discussions of feminist and anti-racist discourses. For the
purposes of my thesis, I draw, where possible, on local texts, while
acknowledging the powerful influences of Anglo-American texts and, via
feminist-post-structuralism, French texts.

Associated closely with feminism for me - in both theory and practice - is a
commitment to anti-racism. This seems to me to be a key issue for feminists in
New Zealand, as elsewhere, and many feminists have been actively involved in
anti-racism work (see D. Jones, 1992). Feminist theories of racism tend to bring it
into a framework with other ‘interlocking oppressions’ (Yeatman, 1995). In
Chapter 3, I make a different kind of connection between feminism and anti-
racism, via post-structuralist theory. Here I take anti-racism to be a discourse
which provides a critique of racism, which I see in turn as a discourse which
categorises according to frameworks of ‘race’ which create and reproduce power
differences. Like feminism, I see anti-racism as having local and specific forms.

3 ‘Pakeha’ here refers to a non-Maori New Zealander, usually of British descent. I discuss the
politics of this term in Chapter 3..

4 Maori are the indigenous people, or Tangata Whenua, of New Zealand. I discuss designations of
Maori identity in more detail in Chapter 3, and in Chapters 8, 11 and 12.
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In the New Zealand context, for instance, Paul Spoonley argues that the term
does not cover Maori politics of self-determination, although there may be some
converging agendas (Spoonley, 1993, p. 99).

Although I see gender and ethnicity as only two of various identity designations
which are commonly addressed in critical social theory, I focus on these two
because they are highly salient and explicit in organisational discourses of
difference, and because their relationship works well in generating complex
accounts of difference. By excluding designations such as class, sexual
orientation, age or disability, I have no intention of saying they are less
‘important’, or that I am attempting to give a ‘complete’ account of equality and
difference in organisations. I do refer at times to various theoretical frameworks
in which gender and ethnicity are categorised in various ways in theorising
inequality. For instance, to call a political perspective ‘critical’ tends to refer to
versions of neo-marxism, although it may be taken to include versions of
feminism (Best and Kellner, 1991); references to politics of ‘social justice’ may
imply a more liberal account which includes versions of liberal feminism and
anti-racism (Young, 1990). Both often refer to some version of ‘interlocking
oppressions’, employing a structural (Young, 1990) or radical structuralist
(Burrell and Morgan, 1979) account of power and identity. This is a sociological
account, and Anne Game’s Undoing the social: Towards a deconstructive sociology
(Game, 1991), is a good example of “‘undoing’ it in feminist/post-structuralist
terms. In Chapter 10, I analyse the inequality frameworks within which EEO
practitioners theorise their representational practices. My main point here is that
the ‘structural’, or ‘structuralist’ analysis of power in critical theory is - rather
confusingly - not the same ‘structuralism’ of ‘post-structuralism’.

Anthony Easthope points out that ‘the prefix “post-" is serious not casual for
post-structuralism gets its intellectual force by being both after structuralism and
because of it, because of the limitations discovered in structuralism’s project’

(Easthope, 1988, p. 23, author’s italics)®. The ‘structuralism’ of ‘post-
structuralism’ is centrally concerned with language and representation. It is a
formalist position that contests the functionalist idea that language is a ‘tool’ of
humanity, arguing instead that language contains its own structure and so its
own ‘level of intelligibility’ which can be hermeneutically discerned “underlying’
human consciousness (Poster, 1989b, p. 139). While post-structuralists are also

51 prefer to use a hyphen in ‘post-’ words for this reason; however, I follow the usage of authors
c1ted where this differs.

9



vitally concerned with language and representation, the main break made ‘after’
post-structuralism is to reject the link between an underlying ‘truth’ of language,
and the individual reason or consciousness which can gain access to it. In this
sense post-structuralism is, as Dreyfus and Rabinow put it, ‘beyond
structuralism and hermeneutics’ (Dreyfus and Rabinow, 1983). In her feminist
reading of post-structuralism, Judith Butler makes the point, in an explicitly
political framework:

that power pervades the very conceptual apparatus which seeks to
negotiate its terms, including the subject position of the critic; and further,
that this implication of the terms of criticism in the field of power is.... the
very precondition of a politically engaged critique (Butler, 1995a, p. 39).

Butler also points out that ‘post-structuralism’, and ‘post-modernism’ are
frequently ‘conflated with each other and with deconstruction, and sometimes
understood as an indiscriminate assemblage’ of recent critical theory (Butler,
1995a, p. 36). My aim here is to acknowledge that post-structuralism and post-
modernism are discourses, and to indicate as specifically as possible why and
how I draw on them in my own writing. For instance, I avoid the term
‘deconstruction’ because of its association with Derridean critique, with which I
am not familiar. While my emphasis is on feminist post-structuralism, I do cite
other versions of theoretical terminologies where these are used by other
authors: for instance, recent feminist theoretical debates are frequently
characterised in terms of feminism/post-modernism (Nicholson, 1990; Benhabib
et al., 1995); and I draw on work by ‘deconstructive’ psychologists (Parker and
Shotter, 1990).

Where I do find the concept of the ‘post-modern’ useful in my analysis, is in the
attention that it draws to the assumptions of modernity. In particular, I draw on
Lyotard’s argument that there is a distinctive epistemology in the ‘postmodern
condition’ which rejects the ‘grand narratives’ [also called meta-narratives] of
modernism (Lyotard, 1984). This ‘crisis of representative authority’ (Williams,
1993, p. 51) subverts the essential authority of a range of seemingly widely
diverse ‘grand narratives’ based on modernism, including feminism, marxism,
science and capitalism. Defining the post-modernism in terms of representation
also puts in the same frame a series of terms such as the ‘linguistic turn’
(Canning, 1994) or the ‘rhetorical turn’ (Brown, 1994), that have come to
characterise the application of post-modern critical practices to social sciences
and social theory. From this perspective ‘knowledge is.... "made” by human

10



communicative action that develops historically and is institutionalised
politically’ (Brown, 1994, p. 229). In Chapter 6 and Chapter 7 I discuss the
implications of the ‘linguistic turn’ in the social sciences for the discipline of
communication studies and its characteristic epistemologies.

One of the problems with the concept of the ‘post-modern’ is its totalising
tendencies. The ‘moment’ of the post-modern may be characteristic of certain
aspects of Western late capitalism, but have no lived reality for those in other
cultural spaces, or may be resisted as the latest version of colonisation (D’cruz,
1994). The term ‘post-colonial’ carries the tension between a historicising
reference to previously-colonised cultures (such as New Zealand), and a post-
modern problematisation of culture and identity in the wake of colonisation. In
Chapter 3 I discuss ‘post-colonialism’ in the context of ‘theorising ethnicity’.

I have found the terms ‘foundationalist’ and ‘post-foundationalist’, as used by
feminists such as Yeatman (1991) and Butler (1995a, 1995b), valuable in
challenging the ‘presuppositions of modernist and modern discursive
foundations.... presuppositions which ground the validity of knowledge claims
with reference to some a priori ground of truth, beauty, justice’ (Yeatman, 1991,
p. 30). Here Yeatman, like Lyotard, highlights the connections between the
grounds for political claims, such a justice, and the grounds for epistemological
claims to truth. The term ‘post-foundationalist’ is effective for me, at many
points of analysis, in that it does not commit to a specific theory of a post-
modern era, and it is broader than ‘post-structuralism’ in the way it addresses
political claims. Butler captures this usage for me when she argues that
‘democratic contestation’ requires ‘a way to bring into question the foundations
it is compelled to lay down’, to contest ‘the foundationalist move’ (Butler, 1995a,

p- 41).

A crucial element for me in the design of this thesis was the insight - first
encountered in Patti Lather’s work on feminist pedagogy (Lather, 1989, 1991) -
that ‘feminism’ is a discourse, which, like other discourses, generates its own
power relations, its processes of normalisation and marginalisation. Lather and
other feminist post-structuralists argue that the point is not to try and remedy
these contradictions by attempts to ‘purify’ feminism (Kirby, 1993), but rather to
draw on post-structuralist critical methods to open it up to contest - to what
Poster calls an ‘autocritique’ (Poster, 1989a, p. 5).

11



Chris Weedon’s feminist readings of foucauldian post-structuralism have
emphasised this approach:

The least that a feminist poststructuralism can do is explain the
assumptions underlying the questions asked and answered by other
forms of feminist theory, making their political assumptions explicit.
Poststructuralism can also indicate the types of discourse from which
particular feminist questions come and locate them socially and
institutionally. Most important of all, it can explain the implications for
feminism of these other discourses (Weedon, 1987, p. 22).

In particular, a feminist use of post-structuralism brings into relief the culturally
and historically specific roots of feminism in modernist and western
assumptions: that ‘feminism’ does not come from ‘outside’ patriarchal
discourses, but is always complicit with them. This issue of ‘complicity’ -
epistemological and political - recurs constantly in various ways in this thesis. A
feminist post-structuralism supplies some tools to, in Weedon’s words, ‘explain
the implications’ of the ways that feminism converges and comes into conflict
with other discourses in specific sites (Weedon, 1987, p. 22).

In this context, feminism, while problematised, continues to set its own agendas.
As Jana Sawicki points out in her discussion on Foucault and feminism, the
value of the foucauldian approaches will consist in their ‘practical implications’
in terms of ‘the exigencies of feminist practice’ (Sawicki, 1991, p. 109). Just as the
term ‘post-structuralism’ refers to ‘the limitations discovered in structuralism’s
project’ (Easthope, 1988, p. 23), a post-structuralist critique furthers discussion of
‘limitations discovered’ in feminism:

Feminists have been only too well aware of the ‘absences’... which have
been at the heart of many forms of universalism, and the exclusions that
are their sub-text. They have become increasingly aware of the fact that
that ‘nothing is innocent’, that apparently ‘liberatory”’ ideals can only too
easily be recuperated or undermined by that against which they seem to
be struggling (Grimshaw, 1993, pp. 68-69).

Here Jean Grimshaw is identifying concerns in feminism that have affinities with
Foucault's critical project. (Like many feminist critics of Foucault, she goes on to
enumerate feminist concerns ignored by Foucault). There are debates about
whether Foucault's early work is ‘structuralist’ or ‘post-structuralist’ (e.g., Haber,
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1994; Poster, 1989a). Rather than being concerned with whether Foucault ‘is or is
not’ a post-structuralist, my focus is on the relevance of specific aspects of
Foucault’s work, and their relationship to feminist theory and to my research
questions. As Foucault invites his readers to do, I use ‘one analysis or another, as
[1] would a screwdriver or a monkey wrench’ (Eribon, 1991, p. 237). His texts
offer new ways to think about familiar philosophical and political problems, so
that ‘instead of legitimising that which we already know... [we can find] out how
and how far it might be possible to think differently’ (Foucault, 1992, pp. 8-9).

Although Foucault’s own work does not specifically problematise gender,
feminist/post-structuralist scholars have appropriated aspects of his critical
method to do so. Foucauldian discourse analysis provides theoretical and
methodological possibilities for emphasising the constructedness of gender in
specific historical and cultural contexts. There are three main groups of ideas
that I draw on from Foucault’s work: his notions of subjectivity, of discourse,
and of governmentality. Here I briefly introduce these notions as central to my

thesis.

Feminists, especially in the 1980s, have struggled with an ‘identity crisis in
feminist theory’ (Alcoff, 1988), in which the designation ‘woman’ struggled to
include a wide range of disparate political claims, and oscillated between
‘difference’ and ‘sameness’ as bases for equality with men. In her influential 1988
paper, Linda Alcoff described feminists as ‘borrowing’ the ‘articulation of the
problem’ of identity from post-structuralists. This ‘articulation” was in terms of
discourse and subjectivity, and Alcoff cites Foucault (1983) in framing the
‘mechanism of power’ that constructs a subject as ‘a discourse that weaves
knowledge and power into a coercive structure that “forces the individual back
on himself and ties him to his own identity in a constraining way”’ (Alcoff, 1988,
p. 413). Here the ‘identity problem’ is framed in terms of a contrast between a
‘humanist’ and a ‘post-humanist’ account of the subject. The ‘humanist’ subject is
assumed to have ‘a unique essence of human nature’ (Weedon, 1987, p. 80). In
liberal humanism, this ‘essence’ is rational consciousness. The ‘humanist’ subject
is seen as either the same as, identical with others (as in social categories such as
‘woman’) or the same as, identical with the self (an essential and unitary
consciousness). A ‘post-humanist’ account proposes a subject who is the same as
or different from others (classified only by discursive processes) and the self
(multiple and constituted in discursive processes). This issue of ‘same and
different’ provides the basis for political claims of equality, and so is central to
feminism. Foucault’s use of the term ‘subject’ ‘helps us to conceive of human
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reality as a construction, as a product of signifying activities which are both
culturally [and historically] specific and generally unconscious... it “decentres”
consciousness’ (Sarup, 1993, p. 2).

Judith Butler’s denaturalizing critique centres around this concept of
subjectivity, and hence identity, as an effect of discourse. As an aspect of
identity, gender is seen as performative, something that is done, the result of
repeated practices, not something that essentially ‘is’ (Butler, 1990). This concept
- which I discuss in detail in Chapter 4 - does not mean the end of political
agency, but a new version of it, in which identity is open to re-signification. This
refusal of naturalized identity is not exclusively a self-consciously intellectual
activity: the ‘art of reflective indocility’ (Foucault, in Eribon, 1991, p. 67) is
practiced in every site where people challenge the ‘truth’ of identity. However,
the practice of foucauldian discourse analysis is privileged as the critical activity
which explicitly challenges these truths: its work is to ‘characterize... their place,
their capacity for circulation and exchange, their possibility of transformation,
not only in the economy of discourse, but, more generally, in the administration
of scarce resources’ (Foucault, 1972, p. 120).

Foucault’s concept of discourse is a radical break from the way that ‘discourse’ is
usually considered in a sociolinguistic or communication studies context. As
Easthope puts it, ‘communication is only one special and particular effect... of
what it means... to be able to function in discourse’ (Easthope, 1990, p.76). In
Chapters 2 to 5, I discuss Foucault’s notion of discourse and its relation to
subjectivity, and in Chapter 6, I consider ways to connect foucauldian discourse
theory with the theory of organisational and interpersonal communication.
Because Foucault’s move was to decentre individual consciousness, it subverts
traditional communication theories based on a humanist unitary subject. I draw
on the work of ‘deconstructive’ social psychologists (Burman and Parker, 1993b;
Henriques et al., 1984a; Hollway, 1989; Parker, 1992; Parker and Shotter, 1990) to
re-think the ‘subject of organisational communication’ (Chapter 6).

The subject of organisational communication is centrally concerned with
theorising the relationship between ‘organisation’ and ‘communication’.
Foucault’s concept of ‘governmentality’ reconfigures this relationship in terms of
the ways in which institutional and organisational discourses create and
reproduce power relations. I draw specifically on Foucault’s notions of
‘normalisation’ and ‘surveillance’ to analyse how the discourses of EEO and

Biculturalism operate in an organisational context to naturalize or denaturalize
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gender and ethnic differences. Again, discourse analysis is the technique for
‘shaking [the] false self-evidence’ of practices which seem ‘an altogether natural,
self-evident and indispensable part ‘ of organisational ‘reality’ (Foucault, 1991c,
p- 75). Associated with Foucault’s ‘governmentality’ is a radically different and
non-structural notion of power relations. Power relations are seen as inseparably
implicated with knowledge and subjectivity in discourse formations. From a
foundationalist feminist perspective, this model inverts or at least problematises
the oppression/resistance model of power. In my field studies chapters (9 to
12),1 draw on these ideas in a number of ways to look at how EEO practitioners
theorise their work as change agents within the context of organisational

discourses.
4. Constructing the ‘author’

The author function... does not develop spontaneously as the attribution
of a discourse to an individual. It is, rather, the result of a complex ‘
operation which constructs a certain rational being that we call the
‘author’ (Foucault, 1984a, p. 110).

Writing and research are inseparable. Research is constituted as writing. This
section is intended to orient the reader to my writing tactics, and also to
prefigure more substantial discussion on theory and method, which are
inseparable from issues of writing. Here I outline some key issues at stake in
writing my thesis, and the writing choices that I have made. These choices
implicate my theoretical commitments, issues of epistemology and research
design, as well as the requirements of the thesis genre. I have chosen to
introduce questions of epistemology and method here, rather than leaving them
to a ‘method’ chapter, because I want to signal, from the start, a reflexive
approach to writing this thesis. This reflexivity permeates my writing about
theory, as well as about field studies. I also hope to orient readers to my writing
voice as soon and as easily as possible. (In Chapter 7 I discuss the epistemology
and methodology that shaped my fieldwork)

The question of authorship, problematised by Foucault in “What is an author?’
(Foucault, 1984a), must be addressed in any piece of academic writing which
places itself in the context of post-structuralism. The importance of the question
of authorship for this particular thesis is intensified by the fact that it is in a sense
about authority, about how people in organisations are constituted discursively

as the authors of their communicative practices and organisational positions. The
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creation of ‘expert power’, of authority in an academic field, is the raison d’etre
of a dissertation. The academic genre requires the production of an academic
subject who is ‘authoritative, certain... seemingly invulnerable’, as Barbara
Townley puts it in her discussion of writing in organisational studies (Townley,
1994b, p. 25). This call for certainty and positive knowledge is perhaps at its most
insistent in the doctoral thesis, in which academic authority is formally
established, and where the construction of a credible academic subject in writing
is thus a crucial centre of anxiety. The paradox is that a feminist post-
structuralism sets out to contest ‘that ruse of authority that seeks to close itself
off from contest’ (Butler, 1995a, p. 41).

The effect of this paradox is, in effect, a feminist/post-structuralist version of
‘authority’ which stays alert to the political implications of authority in a given
context. For women, and others who may have been repeatedly denied authority
in academic discourses, the ability to textually create and claim authority may be
a crucial discursive move. At the same time, feminist writers are concerned with
questions of exclusion and complicity, with whether or not, by positioning
oneself in a patriarchal discourse, for instance, an author takes up practices
which marginalise others. Jana Sawicki asks:

What is the price of the authority that we do attain?

How is it constituted?

To what extent does it require identifying ourselves with capitalist or
patriarchal forces? Does it reproduce and legitimise patriarchal
discourses and practices?

Does it suppress other voices? (Sawicki, 1991, p. 107).

I return to the same questions in Chapters 9 and 10, where I discuss how EEO
practitioners are authorised in the context of their work. The issue in writing this
thesis is to recurrently contest the authority of the academic and political
discourses that I am setting out to re-think and re-write. Australian feminist
Meaghan Morris argues that, if all writing is inevitably interdiscursive - that is,
must be a re-writing of existing texts - the point for feminist scholars must be ‘to
argue how and why a particular event of rewriting might matter’ in feminist
terms (Morris, 1988, p. 5). This re-writing process means using ‘strategies of
reference’, to re-write existing texts in producing a new speaking position in a
‘particular political, critical and publishing context’ (ibid., p. 6). This exercise is
not ‘a matter of inventing a "personal voice" for "me", but of ‘developing
enunciative strategies’ within the existing discourses’ (ibid, p. 7). I argue that my
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‘re-writing’ matters in feminist terms because I set out to re-think ‘gender and
communication’ in a way that requires working across traditional disciplinary
boundaries in ‘communication studies’ and ‘organisational studies’. As I argue
throughout the thesis, it matters to feminists to develop new forms of critique
that engage with familiar problems of organisational change through focusing
on communicative strategies.

There is an established genre of ‘post-modernist’ writing based around a style
that Sarah Williams describes, in terms of her own writing, as deliberately
‘difficult, problematic”:

The denseness, the packing and layering of extensive quotation, the word
play, the putting into conversation of disparate voices - the materialities
of language itself - are sites of labour for alternate forms of representation
and ways of being (Williams, 1993, p. 48).

This style, particularly characteristic of cultural studies, marks the central
significance of language in representing knowledge by continually drawing
attention to language itself. It contests the functionalist assumption that
language should or can be transparent, clear, separable from the realities it
describes. As Williams points out, part of the problem of this kind of language is
that it is typically experienced - except by those who use it -as ‘inherently
alienated and alienating’ (ibid.). While I can respect the theoretical commitments
that drive this style, I have been concerned (see in Chapter 2) about the ways that
post-modern discourse reinstates itself as a new kind of expert authority through
narrow inaccessibility, and, in practice, raises the question ‘does it suppress
other voices?’ (Sawicki, 1991, p. 107). My commitment is more to creating
possible conversations between practitioners, activists and theorists, by
developing what Pakeha feminist Alison Jones calls a ‘tentative and accessible
feel’ which opens up a text up to alternative readings, so that readers are able to
consider the author’s ideas from their own perspectives, taking her partiality into
account (A. Jones, 1992, p. 20). This kind of reflexivity does not - as in
interpretive epistemologies - make the author’s ‘subjective’ approach a gauge of
the truth. It is a reflexivity which acknowledges that, as anthropologist Renato
Rosaldo puts it, ‘all interpretations are provisional; they are made by positioned
subjects who are prepared to know certain things and not others’ (Rosaldo, 1989,
p- 169). This means finding a way to put ‘yourself’ in the text: as feminist theorist
Teresa De Lauretis puts it, the ‘modes of enunciation and address’ in academic
writing which create the ‘expert’ are ‘so well-established that, paradoxically, the
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only way to position oneself outside of that discourse is to displace oneself
within it’ (De Lauretis, 1990, p. 9). The task is to openly declare the ‘presence’ of
the author ‘in’ the text - abandoning the pretence of an objective view from
nowhere - while at the same time acknowledging that the ‘presence’ of the
author in the text, whether a ‘subjective’ or an ‘objective’ presence, is a fiction
created in the discursive possibilities of the text itself. It is also an art to put
yourself in the text without being grandiose and boring the reader with personal
details (Soler, 1994).

I therefore mostly use ‘I’ in the text, rather than the passive construction, to claim
my ideas and readings. I also acknowledge that I am a ‘positioned subject’. For
instance, I refer to my commitments to feminism and anti-racism, which
underpin my choice of theoretical perspective and of topic. I also refer to my
long-term involvement in the Public Service, where my field studies are located.
At the same time I do not imply that there is a simple causal link between a fixed
identity and the type of text produced by someone who shares that identity. In
my analyses of the discursive positions of my research subjects I talk about
‘accountability’ as the communicative relationship in which one speaker is
‘accountable’ to others within discursive contexts. Authority often depends upon
it. I like Townley’s idea that explicit ‘accountability’ is the basis for an openly
partial form of academic writing which is open to contest (Townley, 1994b). She
suggests that this strategy would include a statement of the problems that are
being addressed, and why; the approaches the author finds valuable, and why;
the advantages and disadvantages of the approach taken; how it was helpful and
how it might be helpful to others; and the problems that the author still does not
understand. ‘Accountability’ here means a kind of reflexivity that is open about

what works and what doesn’t.

I add to this a writing format that while not ‘difficult’ in Williams’ sense,
interrupts the familiar expectations about hypothesis/theory (or ‘literature
review’)/method/data (‘results’)/discussion/conclusions. A ‘messy text’, which
is marked by ‘its resistance to [a]... too -easy assimilation of the phenomenon of
interest by given, analytic, ready-made concepts’ (Marcus, 1995, p. 567), allows
room to experiment with new approaches, without a requirement to produce a
unified statement of knowledge at its ‘conclusion’. Such a text is always
operating within the relevant genre but shows what US anthropologist George
Marcus calls ‘symptoms of struggle within given formats’ (ibid., p. 568). As well
as the tentativeness I have already mentioned, such ‘symptoms’ include ‘messy,
many-"sited"-ness’, ‘openness as to the boundaries of the object of study’, and
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concern with explicit positioning historically/culturally (ibid., p. 567). I see my
thesis as many-sited in its pursuit of theoretical questions across a range of ‘field
studies’ which are theoretically related more like a series of hyper-text links than
a sequence of cases which build up an argument. Within topics I switch back and
forth from epistemological to politically strategic issues, asserting their
implication in each other. My interdisciplinary movements from one site to
another are intended to open the ‘the boundaries of the object of study’, as well
as messing up disciplinary boundaries. I constantly refer back to the historical
and cultural location of my field studies, but also of my theoretical sources.

Alison Jones (A. Jones, 1992) suggests that the accessibility of a text refers not
only to writing, but also to reading practices: the traditional ‘literature ‘review’.
The idea of a ‘canon’ of knowledge in a given field, a body of expert knowledge
which ‘everyone’ in the field should know, is contested by her idea that writers
‘make explicit’ the process by which other texts are found and/or chosen, that is,
why, like re-writing, re-reading matters. This approach puts scholarship in its
historical and cultural contexts:

Why not ask first and foremost how any theory or any writing speaks
specifically to us - to our situated social and individual selves - from
where we are in our actualities, our cultural differences, our
circumstantial positionings and diversely mediated backgrounds?’
(Trinh, 1994, p. 19).

In my own accounts of reading, I centre on the texts that have been most
influential for me during the research period, and often mention how and why
they have mattered. This may seem obvious, but in fact it works against the
practice of trying to have read ‘everything’. For instance, recent texts which
became available to me fairly late in my thesis process may be suggestive or
validating in terms of my ideas about future directions for the field, but they
have not been critical in producing my text. As I have already discussed, I
privilege the writings of local theorists, and where I know the national origin,
disciplinary background or ethnicity of writers, I frequently cite these when they
are first introduced. In this way I draw attention to the various specific locations
of texts, and to movements across disciplinary lines. This kind of explicit
reference to re-writing and re-reading challenges the idea that the ‘contribution’
of any academic work, including a thesis, depends on a mastery of all relevant
existing knowledge and the ‘discovery’ of something ‘new’: ‘But what is new?
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There are no new objects so to speak; rather there are new relationships that one
can draw from things’ (Trinh, 1994, p. 9).

5. Thesis structure

This thesis is divided in two main parts. In Chapters 2 to 6, I set up a theoretical
framework for feminist/ post-structuralist accounts of gender and ethnicity, and
weave this theory through the literatures of ‘gender and communication’, ‘cross-
cultural communication’, and ‘organisational communication’. In effect, I set out
to re-think feminist ‘organisational communication’ in feminist/post-
structuralist terms, putting it within a broader framework of ‘difference’.

In the second part of the thesis, Chapters 7 to 12, I put issues generated by this
theoretical framework in a specific organisational context. These accounts of field
studies are not intended as a series of case studies so much as a series of
experiments with theorising ‘organisational communication’ in different ways.
Chapters 7 and 8 introduce my field studies methodology and research subjects,
and provide background narratives which frame the historical and cultural
context in which they were carried out. I complete the thesis with a ‘Review’
(Chapter 13) in which I reflect on some ‘answers’ generated by my research
questions, and on further questions that emerged during the project.

I have linked the theoretical chapters to the field studies chapters by numerous
cross-references. I think of these as like hypertext links, in creating relationships
of meaning laterally, rather than in a linear sequence of argument.

In Chapter 2, ‘Theorising gender’, I introduce key theoretical arguments about
gender as both ‘identity’ and ‘difference’. I discuss the ‘identity crisis’ in
feminism, and ways in which post-structuralist writings have been appropriated
by feminists to theorise identity and difference in terms of subjectivity, agency,
authority and equality.

In Chapter 3, ‘Theorising ethnicity’, I extend a feminist/post-structuralist
critique of identity to theorise ethnicity. I tease out distinctions between the
terms ‘ethnicity’, ‘race’ and ‘culture’, and introduce some of the unique ways
that ethnic difference is played out in the post-colonial context of Aotearoa/New
Zealand.
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In Chapter 4, ‘Theorising ‘gender and communication”, I re-think the ‘gender
and communication’ literature within a feminist/ post-structuralist theoretical
framework. I use Judith Butler’s Gender trouble (Butler, 1990), as a central text to
relate a post-structuralist account of identity and difference to the concepts of
‘discourse’ and ‘communication’. I re-frame the ‘gender and communication’
literature within the concepts of ‘performativity’ and ‘representation’, and I
propose a research agenda for ‘gender and communication’ based around the
issues of interdisciplinarity, greater theoretical sophistication, and agency.

In Chapter 5, ‘Theorising communication and difference’, I bring ethnicity into
the theoretical framework set out in Chapter 4. I re-read the literature of ‘cross
cultural communication’, comparing its premises and topics with the ‘gender
and communication’ literature, and again use ‘performativity’ and
‘representation’ as re-framing concepts.

In Chapter 6, ‘The subject of ‘organisational communication’, I move my
discussion into the specific context of organisational communication to create the
basis for a feminist/post-structuralist ‘organisational communication’. In re-
considering the field of ‘organisational communication’ I discuss both
‘communication studies’ and ‘organisation studies’ from feminist/post-
structuralist perspectives. I draw on Foucault’s notion of ‘governmentality’, and
consider the ways that this form of power works through organisational
discourses to regulate organisational identities and practices. I propose an
account of feminist organisational communication which challenges the
boundaries between ‘organisational communication’ and ‘organisational
studies’.

In Chapter 7, ‘Field studies’, I work within the theoretical framework established
in chapters 1 to 6 to give a reflexive account of my field studies. I discuss how I
designed my field research in the context of my research questions, how I carried
out my interviews, and how I analysed my field studies texts. I have paid
particular attention to the ‘truth values’ that inform my epistemology, and to

specific issues in the process of discourse analysis.

In Chapter 8, ‘Local knowledges’, I present three related narratives of historical
and cultural change in Aotearoa/New Zealand in the period from 1984-1994,

creating an interpretive context for my field studies. The three narratives are all
oppositional, that is, they oppose the ‘official’ narrative of recent New Zealand
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history, and are explicitly generated from critical, feminist, and anti-racist
discursive positions.

In Chapter 9, ‘Change agents, double agents, secret agents’, I present EEO
practitioners as agents of organisational communication. I considered how their
discursive positionings are related to their identities as feminists and as
organisation change agents, and to the sources of authority that they draw on to
intervene in organisational discourses. I characterise practitioners as ‘double’
and ‘secret’ agents in exploring their complicity in organisational discourses, and
the tensions of their status as feminists within government organisations.

In Chapter 10, ‘Feminists seize the panopticon’, I explore the ways that feminists
have ‘seized the panopticon’ to gain access to organisational power in order to
create compliance with EEO programmes. I draw on Foucault’s theory of power
and resistance to re-think these complex power relationships in the context of the
discursive changes that were occurring in the New Zealand Public Service at the
time of my field work. I analyse practitioners’ accounts of ‘persuasion’ and
‘coercion’ as they seek to re-signify organisational discourse of difference and to

normalise equality.

In Chapter 11, ‘What counts as difference’, I focus on problems of representation:
how difference is represented in EEO discourse, both in the sense of
representation as ‘depiction’ and representation as ‘speaking for’ (Gunew, 1994).
I present several examples of the ways that difference works in given
organisational contexts: here, ‘normalised’ discourse of difference privilege the
interests of some ‘EEO groups’, marginalise others, and have the effect of
silencing certain political accounts of difference. My examples include the ways
that Pakeha feminist EEO practitioners ‘speak for’ other EEO groups; the
demographic account of difference constructed in the ‘new hermeneutics of the
workplace’ (Yount, 1993); and the resistance from Maori at being represented as
just another ‘EEO group’.

In Chapter 12, ‘Managing diversity’, I provide three readings of ‘managing
diversity’, a new vocabulary of difference that was emerging in the EEO
community at the time of my field work. In this chapter I set out specifically to
draw in a wide range of EEO voices, comparing the accounts of Pakeha EEO
practitioners with the accounts of Maori and Pacific Island practitioners, and
trade unionists. I consider ‘managing diversity’ in the context of three different

22



discourses: a discourse of equality, a discourse of exploitation, and a discourse of
difference.

In Chapter 13, ‘Review’, I look back over the thesis in terms of three key issues:
interdisciplinarity; theoretical sophistication; and agency - the issues central to
my research agenda. Treating the thesis ‘as an open site’, I trace some key
theoretical ‘threads’ (Marshall, 1992), and draw attention to the questions that
‘have not yet found answers’ (Foucault, 1970, p. xii).
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CHAPTER 2
THEORISING GENDER

Gender is a set of repeated acts within a highly rigid regulatory frame that
congeal over time to produce the appearance of substance, of a natural
sort of being (Butler, 1990, p. 33).

1. Introduction

The concept of ‘difference’ is the key problematic of feminism. It is inseparably
implicated in the concept of ‘identity’ - sameness - that makes one group cohere,
and makes it distinguishable from other groups. While feminist discourse centres
around gender difference, feminist theorisations of difference also explicitly
implicate other differences. In the EEO context these are, for instance, ethnicity,
class, sexuality, disability. While my key focus is on gender difference, my
research also takes as a central theme the inseparability of gender from other
forms of difference, both theoretically and in organisational and political
practice. In particular, I compare ways that gender and ethnic differences work.
Feminist/post-structuralist theory generates ways of analysing the discursive
practices that make the difference: In this context, gender consists of ‘acts’ which
produce ‘the appearance’ of natural identity. Gender is performative: it is a way

of doing, not a way of being.

In this chapter I draw on feminist/post-structuralist theory to lay the
groundwork for theorising gender as a discursively constructed difference. Some
of the key problems of feminist/post-structuralist political theory are traversed
in this thesis. They include the problem of the subject of feminism (the ‘identity
crisis’ in feminism); the problem of agency; and the problem of unsettling the
‘binary logic’, as Kirby (1993) puts it, of our formulations of equality and

difference.
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2. ‘Feminism/postmodernism’

This thesis originated within a series of debates designated as ‘feminism/post-
modernism’ (Nicholson, 1990). Kirby argues that the ‘feminism/post-modernism’
debates have been staged in terms of a supposed ‘contamination’ of the ‘purity’
of ‘feminism’ by ‘post-modernism’ (Kirby, 1993, p. 21). In the time that I have
been writing this thesis, these debates have become increasingly complex, and it
seems decreasingly appropriate to even use the term ‘feminist/post-modernism’.
For instance, in her introduction to Feminist contentions (1995), an important
recent collection on ‘the topic’, US feminist theorist Linda Nicholson struggles to
even be able to state that the book is ‘about’ feminism or post-modernism:

Articulating the content to this volume is a particularly challenging task...
For one, this volume is not an anthology on the present state of feminist
theory. In 1995, for a collection... written by four white women from the
United States who come out of a certain tradition... to claim to represent
‘feminist theory’ would represent a kind of arrogance... Nor even does
[this volume] claim to provide a state-of-the-art discussion of ‘the
relationship between feminism and postmodernism’... [because]
disagreement soon emerged over the usefulness of the term
‘postmodernism’... Thus, a major source of the difficulty I, as introducer,
face in telling you, the reader, ‘what this volume is about’, is that partly
defining this discussion are differing views on ‘what this discussion is
about”” (Nicholson, 1995, p. 2).

This almost disabling tentativeness - an effect of developing scepticism about
introducing closure to any discussion of either ‘feminism’ or ‘post-modernism’ - is
in contrast to the tone of the introduction Nicholson wrote for her 1990 edited
collection of writings on what is called confidently Feminism/postmodernism.

The designation ‘woman’ has been a key focus of these debates. Kirby argues
that all difference is created by discursive processes of norming and repression,
appropriating Foucault’s terms (Kirby, 1993). She points out that while feminists
have long worked to destabilise the binary logic of classification - male/female,
white/black, rational/irrational, good/bad, true/false - feminist theory also
tends to be drawn back into the denial of certain differences. She draws
attention to the processes of ‘norming and repression’, of ‘denial of a difference’,
within feminist discourses (ibid., p. 23). Arguing that is impossible for feminism
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to ‘deliver on its redemptive promise’ to transcend difference, Kirby stresses ‘the
inevitable complicity that all discourses share with masculinism’s binary logic’
(ibid., p. 25). The question of ‘inevitable complicity’ is central to this thesis. A
sensitivity to the processes of norming and repression means recognising that ‘the
very categories we use to liberate us may also have their controlling moment’ as
Linda Nicholson puts it (Nicholson, 1990b, P- 16). There can be no pure
feminism outside ‘masculinism’, to use Kirby’s term; and there can be no equality
that ‘transcends’ difference.

Butler argues that it is pointless to treat the debates in terms of ‘the “pursuit of

”!

the reasonable”’, that is a ‘reasoned set of rejoinders’ to ‘the complaint’ about
‘the entry of poststructuralist discourse into feminist theory’ (Butler, 1995b, p.

127). Instead:

The question of whether a position is right, coherent, or interesting is...
less informative than why it is we come to occupy the territory that we
do, what it promises us, from what it promises to protect us (ibid., pp.
127-128).

For instance, ‘post-modernism’ could be claimed as a product of feminism, rather
than as a threat to its purity. Meaghan Morris produces a long list of feminist
writers who she wants to retrospectively re-claim as ‘post-modern’, arguing that
‘feminism has acted as one of the enabling conditions of discourses about
postmodernism’, and that ‘it is therefore appropriate to use feminist work to
frame discussions of postmodernism, and not the other way around’ (Morris,
1988, p. 16). This feminist ‘gesture of changing frames’ (ibid.) makes ‘post-
modernism’ and ‘post-structuralism’ accountable to feminism.

Another possible reading of the relationship is important to my own work: the
post-modern moment in Western thought could be seen strategically by feminists
as opening new doors for feminism. Feminism may gain new entry points within
the Trojan horse of post-modernism. It allows us to speak of the patriarchal
nature of knowledge in a way that has new credibility, as white Western
intellectuals lose faith in claims to universal truths. Psychologist Erica Burman
warns that feminists should avoid feeling a necessity to ‘defer to a theoretical
framework such as deconstruction simply because it lends some credence and
legitimacy to our demands’ (Burman, 1990, p. 213). Burman’s warning raises the
question of ‘complicity’, strategic or unwitting, that recur in this thesis. As ever,
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the possible strategic gains are dependent on context. To whom is a feminist
accountable?

I see no problem in joining what Somer Brodribb calls ‘ragpickers in the bins of
male ideas’ (Brodribb, 1992, p. xxiii) to generate feminist discourses. I am wary
of what Morris calls ‘the position of faithful reader to the great male philosopher’
(Morris, 1988, p. 12). Thus, my rag-picking of Foucault’s work takes place within
a feminist agenda, or, as Morris puts it, a feminist ‘gesture of changing frames’
(ibid., p. 16). In a review of Nicholson'’s (1988) Feminism/postmodernism
collection, Andrea Nye pointed out that many feminists are intrigued by the
possibilities offered by post-modern thought, but refuse to let post-modern
agendas set the terms of debate, and so refuse to either abandon the attempt at
abstracting themes from experience or to accept this as an unproblematic
process: ‘No canonical “method”, post-modern or other, can replace the subtle
and difficult interweaving of historical or experiential analyses and theoretical
work that has always been a characteristic of feminist scholarship’ (Nye, 1991,
p-232). This talk of post-modern agendas within a feminist frame, however, pre-
supposes that we know the answer to the question that post-modernism
subverts: What is feminism?

3. The subject of feminist politics

It is very difficult to speak of liberation without some notion of a subject
whose life will be improved in some way, or to envisage political change
at all without some idea of who will bring it about and why. As a
philosophy of liberation, feminism has often appealed to the powers of
agency and subjectivity as necessary components of struggle (Ferguson,
1988, p. 66).

I am intrigued by Butler’s argument that it is not necessary to have a pre-given or
‘ready-made’ subject in order to have agency and politics (Butler, 1995a, p. 47).
In fact, she argues, the fact that a subject is constituted means that it is not
determined: ‘for what is it that enables a purposive and significant
reconfiguration of social and cultural relations, if not a relation that can be
turned against itself, reworked, resisted?’ (ibid.). In this thesis I consider the
conditions in which such a process of ‘reconfiguration ‘ is enabled.
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Many of the feminist complaints about ‘post-modernism’ centre around the
question of the subject of feminist politics. Christine Di Stefano asks
suspiciously, as do a number of other feminist critics, ‘Why is it just at the
moment in Western history when previously silenced populations have begun to
speak for themselves and on behalf of their subjectivities, that the concept of the
subject and the possibility of discovering/creating a liberating “truth” become
suspect?’ (Di Stefano, 1990, p. 75). In response I would argue, as I have argued
above in relation to ethnic identity, feminist post-structuralism need not always
mean decentring the subject, regardless of context. I also agree with Caroline
Ramazanoglu’s proposition that conflicts between foucauldian theory and
foundationalist feminist theories - for instance, in theorising power and the
subject - need not necessarily be resolved, but they create productive gaps which
open up ‘fundamental problems of explaining power relations which social
theory has failed to resolve’ (Ramazanoglu, 1993, p. 5).

Di Stefano asks:

[Can] the critical deconstructive insights of postmodernism be explicitly,
defensibly and plausibly harnessed to a progressive and substantive
feminist politics? (Di Stefano, 1990, p. 77).

Part of the work of this thesis is to address this question in the specific context
of communication: not so much asking whether communication can be usefully
theorised from a feminist/post-structuralist perspective, but considering what
sorts of readings of communication theory and communication processes can be
produced from this perspective, and what are the political stakes in producing
different readings? If political grand narratives are no longer tenable, we are
brought back to an emphasis on practice, to ‘the courage to think and act within
an uncertain framework’, as feminist educationalist Patti Lather puts it (Lather,
1991, p. 13).

If the subjects of dominant versions of post-modern discourse have been,
typically, a ‘constituency of white, privileged men of the industrialised West’
(Sawicki, 1991, pp. 105-106), the subjects of feminist discourse have typically
been ‘white privileged women of the industrialised West’, to shift Sawicki’s
claim. It is not only the patriarchal discourses of science of law or religion that
serve the interests of the few while claiming universal truths. Feminist discourses
too, while claiming truths for and about ‘women’, have in fact represented the
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perspectives of the white, Western and middle class. As Donna Awatere put it
back in 1984, ‘the goals of feminism reflect class and race privileges. These
privileges are being held on to like grim death by white "educated” women’
(Awatere, 1984, p. 45). When Wendy Brown figures post-modernism as ‘a global
intifada of the margins against the center’, she refers not only to the onslaught of
feminism against the patriarchal centre, but to ‘Europe’s decentering’ as she puts
it (Brown, 1991, p. 63), to the realisation that, in Awatere’s words, ‘white
people’s protest is done within the boundary of the western capitalist culture
which is their heritage’ (Awatere, 1984, p. 35).

Teresa de Lauretis points out that much of the ‘typologising’ process by which
feminist theory has been formed during the late 1980s was based around
discussions of the concept of ‘essentialism’ (de Lauretis, 1990). She describes the
use of ‘essentialism’ as a kind of litmus test, creating ‘an ascending scale of
theoretico-political sophistication’, as a ‘red herring’ for feminist theory (ibid., p.
256). She argues that the uses of various forms of essentialism are best discussed
in terms of their political effects in specific circumstances. These ‘circumstances’
include ‘the particular history of feminism, the debates, internal discussions, and
polarizations that have resulted from its engagements with the various
institutions, discourses and practices that constitute the social, and from its self-
conscious reflection on that engagement’ (De Lauretis, 1990, p. 264). It is in the
context of the ‘particular history of feminism’ in this country that I consider the
feminism/post-modernism and particularly the ‘essentialism’ debates. In New
Zealand, for instance, Maori women have pointed out that it is they who have
been the repressed ‘other’ of Pakeha feminism, and that the invocation of the
subject ‘woman’ as the basis of a feminist politics has inevitably denied the
complexity of their subjectivity as both Maori and women - differences that
make a difference in different ways.

The ‘identity crisis’ in feminism (Alcoff, 1988) is generated by two main
problems. One is that any political claims based on the idea of essential
masculine/feminine differences - even counter-versions where the feminine is
dominant - tends to re-write the received identity of ‘woman’, ‘crowded with the
overdeterminations of male supremacy’ (Alcoff, 1988, p. 405). For instance, my
thesis focuses on the discursive processes by which claims of equality and
difference are made in the context of organisational and state policies. Whenever
we want to talk about equality from a feminist perspective, we want to talk
about ‘women’. But to invoke ‘women’‘is dangerous. Women’s demands on issues
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such as childcare and maternity leave within an equality agenda can, as Alcoff
puts it, ‘reinvoke the cultural assumption that these are exclusively feminine
issues and can reinforce the right-wing'’s reification of gender differences unless
and until we can formulate a political programme that can articulate these
demands in a way that challenges rather than utilises sexist discourse’ (ibid., p.
435). This is exactly the challenge confronted by the EEO practitioners in my
research.

The second pressure on identity from within feminist discourse is the practical
impossibility and theoretical indefensibility of regarding ‘women’ as alike in their
concerns, interests and politics. As Butler explains, ‘the premature insistence on
a stable subject of feminism, understood as a seamless category of women,
inevitably generates multiple refusals to accept the category’ (Butler, 1990, p. 4).
In ‘borrowing’ post-structuralist theories of subjectivity to ‘articulate’ the identity
problem, Alcoff takes as their central theme the claim that ‘the self-contained,
authentic subject conceived by humanism to be discoverable beneath a veneer of
culture and ideological overlay is in reality a construct of that very humanist
discourse’ (ibid., p. 415). The problem she has with this conception of identity is
the crucial one of political agency: that in her view ‘post-structuralists deny the
subject’s ability to reflect on... discourse and challenge its determinations’ (ibid.,
p- 417). I will return to this argument about agency in my discussion of
subjectivity, below.

4. Being a subject/being subject

We use ‘subjectivity’ to refer to individuality and self-awareness - the
condition of being a subject - but understand in this usage that subjects
are dynamic and multiple, always positioned in relation to particular
discourses and practices and produced by these - the condition of being
subject (Henriques et al. 1984a, p. 3).

To analyse how difference is constituted in discourse, it is necessary to theorise
subjectivity. I take the position that the subject is not pre-given but is
constructed, and that the process of construction is not ever ‘complete’. In
particular, I focus on the discursive processes by which individuals are
constructed as the same as themselves or others (individual and group identities)
and as different from others (group identity). I do this by considering ways in
which subjects are produced as gendered and racialised ‘selves’ within an
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organisational context. In considering the process of organisational
communication, I consider not only how the subject is produced by discursive
processes, but also how the subject of communication can be understood as an
agent in discourse. In practice, how does an individual engage with discursive
possibilities? How does a subject intervene communicatively in discourse? Even
to ask these question brings to life a host of contradictions, because the focus on
individual agency assumes the very kind of humanism that foucauldian discourse
analysis subverts. Here I outline a theory of the subject which will form the basis
for my future discourse analysis.

I draw primarily on the work of ‘deconstructive’ social psychologists who relate
foucauldian discourse theory to key questions about the subject in discourse:
questions with which Foucault was not concerned. As Wendy Hollway puts it,
‘post-structuralism is weak... on theorizing a psychological subject - a person - in
relation to discourses and signification’ (Hollway, 1989, p. 47). (Signification is
defined here as ‘the process of making sense’, and is clearly distinguished from
the concept of ‘representation’, which carries the unwanted implication of some
referend to be represented (see Henriques et al., 1984b, pp. 97-98).

The work carried out by ‘deconstructive’ social psychology looks first at how
psychology itself functions as a discourse which produces a certain modern
subject. This genealogical analysis develops Foucault’s work on medical
discourse by examining ‘the emergence of psychology’s object: the individual’
(Henriques et al., 1984b, p. 92). The genealogical analysis of psychology ‘enables
us to escape the assumption of the fact or naturalness of the individual’ and to
‘step outside this assumption in theorizing the subject’ (Henriques et al., 1984c,
p- 203). In my later discussion of organisational communication theory, I will
consider more specifically the way that psychological discourses work in an
organisational context to produce a certain kind of organisational subject, ‘both
as the object of its study and as a site for social administration and regulation’
(ibid.)

The second task of deconstructive social psychology is to think the subject of
psychology ‘otherwise’: to develop theories of the subject that extends Foucault’s
work to address the traditional questions of psychology about the self. I have
draw particularly on the work of social psychologists who have re-theorised as
difference; on the discursive construction of gendered and racialised selves.
Changing the subject (Henriques et al., 1984a), a collection produced in Britain by
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a group of two black men and three white women, has been widely read across
disciplines and influential in setting the terms for discourse analysis which
allows a focus on the individual in action. In this thesis I draw on Henriques et
al. (1984), together with more recent specifically gender-oriented work by one of
the authors, Wendy Hollway (1989), to set out a model of subjectivity. Later I
draw on these authors and on the discourse analysis work of other
deconstructive psychologists, Burman and Parker (1993b), Parker (1992), Parker
and Shotter (1990b), and Shotter (1989), to form the basis for my theories of
communication and discourse, and of a discourse analysis method. This method
allows me to analyse subjects’ accounts of their own communicative processes.

The definition of subjectivity used by Henriques et al. signals both their debt to
Foucault and their departures from him. Unlike Foucault, they want to discuss
‘individuality and self-awareness’, and like Foucault, they depart from
psychology’s traditional humanist subject by framing the subject as ‘always
positioned in relation to particular discourses and practices and produced by
these’ (Henriques et al., 1984a, p. 3). Their theory of the subject is also, unlike
that of traditional psychology, a political one. They see Foucault’s ‘vital
contribution’ lying not in the fact that he directly addresses the constitution of
subjects (although from the point of view of psychology this is valuable), but in
the way that he subverts structuralist and functionalist social theories in which
‘power and the social domain’ are regarded as monolithic and unitary. Instead,
Foucault’s post-structuralism ‘enables us to make links between a diverse and
contradictory social domain and the diverse and contradictory subject’
(Henriques et al. 1984b, p. 92).

The diverse and contradictory nature of the subject arises because the ‘subject
[is] no longer coterminous with the individual’ (Henriques et al. 1984b, p. 203). In
other words, subjectivity is always positioned - it consists a series of diverse and
contradictory positions provided by discursive practices in specific contexts. I
am not ‘I’ unitarily across every site and discourse in which I am positioned at a
given moment. An example given by Henriques et al. demonstrates that the
theoretical point is strongly relevant to my thesis. They cite research which
indicates that ‘there is no general discrimination against women in taxation and
welfare practices’ in the United Kingdom (ibid., p. 117, my italics). The power of
women as taxpayers and beneficiaries depends on specific positionings
produced by specific discursive practices within the relevant systems: for
instance, whether they are seen as ‘mothers’, ‘single women’, ‘married women’,
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and so on. But this difference ‘does not negate the fact of the differential treatment of
women [compared with men] across these agencies’ (ibid., my italics). Similarly,
Australian feminist sociologists Ann Game and Rosemary Pringle, in their
ground-breaking study Gender at work (1983), present a number of accounts of
gender differences in different industries, framed within the proposition that
‘there is nothing inherent in jobs that makes them either appropriately female or
male. If anything remains fixed, it is the distinction between men’s work and
women’s work’ (Game and Pringle, 1983, p. 15). While gender assumes a protean
variety of forms across different industries, the gendering of occupations
persists, and with it the lower value accorded to whatever is coded - for
historical reasons - as ‘women’s work’. As Game and Pringle point out, gendered
subjectivity works always within a binary logic: ‘we are talking about relations: if
masculinity and femininity are socially constructed, they are also constructed in
relation to each other’ [authors’ italics] (ibid., p. 15). Wherever she or he works,
the subject is always positioned as a woman or a man.

This conception of subjectivity also implicates a foucauldian perspective on
power: there is no stable identity for a static condition of powerlessness or
powerfulness to be attached to. In this analysis ‘we are neither totally powerful
nor powerless, but fragmentary and positioned and repositioned from one
moment to the next’ (Henriques et al., 1984c, p. 225). We experience
contradictions as we move from one site to another or within one site. It is
normative practices that ‘fix’ us as unitary individuals. Henriques et al. (ibid.)
draw on psychoanalytic theory to frame the subject as non-rational, as
repressing the contradictions and tensions which threaten the notion of a unitary
self, and as invested in certain subject positions via desires which are
unconscious and themselves discursively produced. Their reading - and
development - of Foucault in terms of individual subjectivity is focused on their
central concept of ‘the formation of power-knowledge relations through the
positioning of subjects within discursive practices, itself simultaneously
producing relations of desire’ (ibid., p. 223). The question of ‘desire’ matters,

because it can help account for how change can occur.
5. The subject of change
Wendy Hollway (Hollway, 1984) has developed a specifically feminist account

of the construction of subjectivity. Her key theoretical question is : ‘How can we
understand gender difference in a way which can account for changes?’
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(Hollway, 1984, p. 237). In discussing Hollway’s account in terms of the
possibilities it creates for my project, I draw on a critique of Hollway’s work by
Teresa de Lauretis (de Lauretis, 1987). Her critique draws attention to some
problems in relating Hollway’s approach to individual change to questions of
broader social change. Like Hollway, I am interested in the question of how we
understand gender difference in a way which can account for changes. If we are
trapped within the ‘binary logic of masculinism’, in Kirby’s words (Kirby, 1993,
p- 25), we are trapped within the pattern of difference, a pattern within which
gender is naturalized, woman is always ‘other’ and always of lesser value. Being
able to account for change allows the ‘possibility of transformation’.

Hollway's field studies context is different from that of my project - she looks
specifically at how gender positions are reproduced, resisted and changed within
intimate heterosexual relationships. By contrast, I am considering how EEO
practitioners can intervene as agents in organisational domains to produce
transformations in discourses of gender and ethnicity. EEO practitioners contest
in various ways the representation of ‘women’ in organisational discourse,
primarily through an overt problematisation of issues of gender in discourses of
equality. In order to intervene, they must contest or rework existing discourses.
They are therefore acting consciously as agents of organisational change. By
contrast, Hollway looks at how women and men reproduce themselves as
gendered subjects in the discourses of heterosexual relationships. What is
common to Hollway’s project and to mine is the concern with the process of
gender-differentiation in the subject through the adoption of gendered discursive
positions. For instance, Hollway points out that Foucault has failed to account
for the way that specific sexual practices might ‘signify differently for men and
women, because they are being read through [sic] different discourses’ (Hollway,
1984, p. 237). In other words, the subject positions made available to men and to
women in discourse are differentiated by gender. Similarly, I am concerned with
the way that organisational subject positions are made differentially available to
men and women. For instance, much of that material on ‘women and
management’ concerns itself with the idea that the subject position of ‘manager’
is gendered as masculine. In the communication literature, for instance, there is
contest over whether women should try to communicate more the way men do
(‘be more assertive’ for instance) or differentiate themselves communicatively as
women (for instance, the idea that women are more sensitive and inclusive
communicators). The woman manager is therefore in a kind of twilight zone,
negotiating between the subject positions ‘woman’ and ‘manager’, mutually
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exclusively gendered. It is this kind of tension between subject positions - and the
question of the possibility of changes in the subject positions available - that the
discourses of equality seek to address.

Hollway identifies a further ‘gap’ in Foucault’s account of the subject: ‘he still
does not account for how people are constituted as a result of certain truths
being current rather than others’ (ibid., p. 237). To address this ‘gap’ Hollway
attempts to, in the words of de Lauretis, ‘reconceptualise power in such a
manner that agency (rather than choice) may be seen to exist for the subject’ (de
Lauretis, 1987, p. 16 ). Hollway uses the term ‘investment’ to explain why
subjects, ‘offered’ a number of possible subject positions in a given situation,
take up one rather than another. I explained earlier that Henriques et al. draw on
psychoanalytic theory to frame the subject as non-rational, to frame ‘the
positioning of subjects within discursive practices, itself simultaneously
producing relations of desire’ (Henriques et al, 1984c, p. 223). Hollway’s notion
of investment draws on this psychoanalytic discourse to answer the question of
‘how is it that people take up positions in one discourse rather than another?”
(Hollway, 1984, p. 237). Hollway rejects the terms of traditional psychology:
‘motivation’ and ‘drive’ both reduce to biology; ‘choice’ implies a rational modern
subject. As she points out, ‘when the forces propelling peoples’ actions have not
been theorised as reducing to biology or society, they have been seen as the
product of rational decision-making’ (ibid., p. 238).

It is important to note here too that Henriques et al. (1984c) do not use the model
of socialisation, based on the ideas of ‘roles’ and ‘conditioning’, that is familiar
to much feminist psychological theory, and to feminist communication theory
which it underpins. In another paper, Valerie Walkerdine, one of the Changing the
subject group, makes this distinction (Walkerdine, 1989). In discussing the
possibility of changing gendered subjectivity, framed as ‘sex roles’, she rejects the
notion that ‘these roles can be peeled away like the layers of an onion to reveal a
repressed core, a true self, which has been inhibited, repressed by the layers of
social conditioning which obscure it’ (ibid., p. 267). Sex role theory draws on a
humanist model of the subject to explain gender as a developmental and
psychological process originating externally to the authentic self. The idea of
‘social conditioning’ constitutes one attempt to explain the irrational nature of
gender, and the ‘motivations’ associated with it. Hollway’s psychoanalytic
explanation takes another path. Her notion of ‘investment’ involves some sort of
‘reward’, ‘not necessarily conscious or rational’ - in taking up a particular
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discursive position in a particular situation (Hollway, 1984, p. 237). A crucial
point here is that Hollway sees the desires that are satisfied as produced by
discourses. Hollway’s proposition here is one of a number of feminist attempts
to explain why/how women can be seen to be ‘choosing’ subject positions that
seem to - on the face of it - be complicit with ‘oppression’. For instance,
Sawicki’s feminist/foucauldian analysis of women and reproductive technologies
explores the processes of normalisation by which women are positioned as
certain kinds of subjects: fit mothers, unfit mothers, infertile women, and so on -
within ‘new norms of motherhood’ which are produced by medical discourses
(Sawicki, 1991, p. 85). Sawicki questions both a liberal concept of rational agency
and choice, and a feminist idea of ‘false consciousness’ by which women are
‘conditioned’ or ‘brainwashed’ into powerlessness. Instead she suggests that
Foucault’s notion of normalisation as opposed to violence represents a major
advantage of the disciplinary model of power.

If patriarchal power operated primarily through violence, objectification
and repression, why would women subject themselves to it willingly? On
the other hand, if it also operates by inciting desire, attaching individuals
to specific identities, then it is easier to understand how it has been so
effective at getting a grip on us (ibid., p. 85).

De Lauretis’ critique of Hollway is relevant to issues of organisational change,
because she questions whether it is possible to change gendered discourses from
within them. She argues that change from ‘inside’ can only occur ‘in the direction
of more or less ‘equality’ of women to men’ (de Lauretis, 1987, p. 25). De
Lauretis proposes that the ‘subject of feminism’ should be a movement ‘back and
forth’ [my italics] between the space of the ‘male-centred’ version of gender
relations presented by Hollway, and what de Lauretis calls ‘space off’ This
‘space off’ includes practices developed ‘in the margins’ of master discourses
and ‘in the interstices of institutions’ (ibid., p. 26). Foucault says that power is
‘always already’ there, that one is never ‘outside’ it, that there are no ‘margins’
for those who break with the system to gambol in’ (Foucault, 1980b, p. 141). I
read de Lauretis to be suggesting that the ‘margins’ are not outside power, but
outside specific master discourses. In Chapter 9 I return to the questions of
whether and where feminists can find ‘space off’ from which to move in and out
of organisations, so that change can come from ‘outside’ as well as ‘inside’.
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6. The subject as agent

This urge to have philosophy supply the vision that will redeem life, that
will make life worth living, this urge is the very sign that the sphere of the
political has already been abandoned. For that sphere will be the one in
which those very philosophical constructions - those without which we
imagined we cannot take a step - are in the very process of being lived as
ungrounded, unmoored, in tatters, but also, as recontextualized,
reworked, in translation, as the very resources from which a
postfoundationalist politics is wrought. Indeed, it is their ungroundedness
which is the condition of our contemporary agency, the very conditions for
the question: which way should we go? [my italics] (Butler, 1995b, p.
131).

In this thesis my concern is focused around my ‘subjects’ as agents of
communication; on how they theorise about their work ‘in the very process of
being lived’, and on their strategic interventions in the organisational discourses
of difference. Butler suggests above that feminist concerns about the possibility
of political agency for the post-structuralist subject are un-founded. She
proposes instead an agency which is enabled by the very uncertainty of the post-
structuralist subject: this uncertainty makes subjectivity itself negotiable and re-
negotiable. The uncertainty of post-structuralist political narratives similarly
generates the possibilities of new political possibilities, and requires the ‘courage
to think and act within an uncertain framework’ which is ‘the hallmark of a
liberatory praxis in a time marked by the dissolution of authoritative
foundations of knowledge’ (Lather, 1991, p. 11).

A post-structuralist re-working of ‘agency”’ has implications not just for political
theory, but for sociological description based around a ‘structure/agency’
dualism. In a post-structuralist re-formulation of sociology, Undoing the social
(1991), Australian sociologist Anne Game argues that:

[Foucault's] conception of power/knowledge configurations as
constitutive of the subject suggests a way out of the dualisms that inform
sociological approaches... the subject and the social, the subject and
power, are not understood to be in a relation of separation (ibid., p. 35).
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Butler’s claim that ‘discourse is the horizon of agency’ (Butler, 1995b, p. 135)
means not merely or even primarily that discourse constrains agency but that it
also produces agency - agency as located in a specific context, at a specific
address. In her commentary on Butler, Linda Nicholson points out the
importance of Butler’s question: ‘What are the concrete conditions under which
agency becomes possible?’ This question can produce, as Nicholson says, many
‘accounts of the possibility of agency’, accounts grounded in historical and
cultural contexts, not just one account (Nicholson, 1995, p. 11). This plurality
marks what Butler distinguishes as a question about ‘concrete conditions’, a ‘very
different question than the metaphysical one’ which seeks single unitary answers
about ‘human nature’.

At the beginning of this chapter I quoted Butler’s proposition that gender is ‘a set
of repeated acts within a highly rigid regulatory frame that congeal over time to
produce the appearance of substance, of a natural sort of being’ (Butler, 1990, p.
33). I will develop her argument further below in terms of ‘theorising
communication and difference’. However, here I will mark the importance of the
question of agency, and its relation to formulations of difference, by pointing to
Nicholson’s distinction between the possibilities of ‘transformation’ and of
‘repetition’ suggested in Butler’s work. If gender is performative, that is, a ‘set of
repeated acts’, Butler also argues that this performance can be transformed, can
be resignified. For Nicholson, the important point is then that this way of
thinking about gender ‘not only... enables us to distinguish those performative
acts from those which function as transformations, but that it also moves us to
distinguish the conditions which support one as opposed to the other’
(Nicholson, 1995). This repetition/transformation distinction is a powerful way
to analyse how subjects operate within discourse to either reinstate or disrupt
gender boundaries.

My questions about agency relate to the subject, or agent, of communication. In
relation to my research, I am interested in how it is possible for subjects to
actively intervene in discourses of equality and difference, to disrupt and re-
work how we represent identity categories such as ethnicity and gender. The
question of agency is clearly related to that of authority. Foucault’s formulation
of ‘authorship’ can also apply to the agent of communication as ‘the result of a
complex operation which constructs a certain rational being that we call the
"author™ (Foucault, 1984a, p. 110). In terms of a communication process, Butler’s
questions about the possibility of agency produces question such as: What are
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the ‘complex operations’ by which the agent of communication is constituted?
What are the conditions under which agency becomes possible for the subject of
communication? To these can be added Jana Sawicki’s feminist question: ‘What
is the price of the authority that we do attain?’ (Sawicki, 1991, p. 107).

Authority derives from discursively-created identities, identities which allow or
constrain agency in given contexts. Sawicki’s questions emphasise the power
relationships implicit in relationships of authority, and challenges feminists to
consider power issues related to their own agency and authority. For instance,
when EEO practitioners become authorities in certain organisational contexts do
they do so at the expense of others? In other words, do they constrain the
possibilities of agency for others? I return to this issue in Chapter 10 where I
consider the processes of normalisation and surveillance that are put into play
by EEO discourses. These questions will form part of the framework of my

discourse analysis.

A person is an agent - has a capacity to act - through being constituted in
discourse as an agent. Nicholson underlines the importance of this point: that
subjects are ‘constituted, not merely situated’ in discourse (Nicholson, 1995, p.
7). While ‘situation’ is capable of a structuralist reading, to represent the subject
as constituted in discourse emphasises the mobility of subjects across discourses,
rather than fixed at specific social sites. The range and quality of agency is
bounded within the horizon of discourse.

This thesis is based around the discourses of equality and difference in
organisations. For feminists acting as EEO practitioners in this environment,
‘agency’ defines their ability to effectively intervene in these discourses. In the
next section I discuss feminist debates about ‘equality’ and ‘difference’ as

frameworks for addressing gender and power relations.
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7. Equality/difference

We, the peoples of the United Nations,

Determined to save succeeding generations from the scourge of war,
which twice in our lifetime has brought untold sorrow to mankind...
Reaffirm faith in fundamental human rights, in the dignity and worth of
the human person, in the equal rights of men and women, and of nations
large and small.

Charter of the United Nations (United Nations, 1968).

I'am not talking to you now through the medium of custom,
conventionalities, nor even of mortal flesh: - it is my spirit that addresses
your spirit; just as if both had passed through the grave, and we stood at

God'’s feet equal - as we are!

Jane Eyre to Mr. Rochester (Bronte, 1847/1966).

The term ‘equality’ has been invoked in the most intense of social and personal
situations to create the possibility of relationship without domination or
oppression, and of human worth which transcends binary logics of more and less
value. At the same time, it conceals power relationships that are always already
written in the very terms by which equality is sought. In this section I discuss
some of the key feminist issues in the debate over equality and difference. These
debates frame the literature on gender and communication, and then cross-
cultural communication. They also set the terms of reference for analysing
organisational discourses of equality and difference.

The concepts of ‘equality’ and ‘difference’ are interwoven with the historical
development of feminism as a discourse, and refer out to wider political
questions of identity, such as ethnicity, class and religion, in specific contexts.
Introducing their 1992 collection, Beyond equality and difference, Gisela Bock and
Susan James emphasise the relationship of female subjectivity to the concepts of
equality, difference and justice (Bock and James, 1992). Rather than attempting
to engage in a kind of abstract philosophical debate, a grand universalised
narrative about what ‘equality’ might be, feminists more recently are focusing on
contextualising equality and difference in specific sites, on the kind of ‘flexible
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notion of women'’s disadvantage’ (ibid., p. 11) I have suggested earlier. This
contextualisation draws on women's re-presentations of their own subjectivity in
specific situations, such as the organisational contexts, for instance, in which
discourses of equality and difference are played out.

In talking about going ‘beyond’ equality and difference, Bock and James refer to
the constant feminist attempts to find a ‘space off’ (‘beyond’) from which to re-
signify masculine discourses of equality and difference. The questions in practice
for feminists became ‘“Equal to whom?” and “Different from what?”’ (ibid., p.
4). These discourses offer the Hobson’s choice of, on one hand, a ‘gender-neutral’
world of the seam, drawn from a historical discourse of ‘equality’ which, in
practice, assimilates women to men, or, on the other, a notion of sexual
difference which historically has generated a differentiated set of power relations
which work against women. Weaving through the debate is the ‘problem of
identity’,: the claims for the notion of ‘woman’ which seem required by discourse
of both equality and difference, but which suggest an identity within the category
‘woman’ which is highly problematic in practice.

Nicola Armstrong provides a useful discussion of the issues in the context of
EEO in New Zealand (Armstrong, 1994a). I use her discussion as a starting point
in draw out some of the theoretical issues which link equality/difference to the
EEO debates in a New Zealand context. This is not an account of what EEO ‘is’
in New Zealand, but an account of some of the ways that it has been theorised
here. Armstrong presents ‘postructuralisms’ as an alternative to what she calls
the ‘unhelpful binary opposition’ which is the ‘heart of the dilemma’ of debates
over equality and difference in EEO, in the context of the political terms of the
‘liberal versus radical’ debate (Armstrong, 19%4a, p. 189).

Armstrong locates liberal discourses in sixteenth and seventeenth century
European social contract theories, which claim equality for the universalised
masculine subject - all men [sic] being equal - based on their alleged equal
rationality. This equal, rational subject is located in the economic metaphor of
the ‘marketplace’, an inherently competitive space in which individuals seek
economic advantage over others. Implicit here is a kind of anthropology and
psychology in which it is assumed that a pre-given ‘human nature’ seeks
economic advantage above all else. In this power/knowledge system, action
which does not maximise economic self-interest is considered ‘irrational’. Liberal

discourse is identified with the term ‘equality’, with an assumption that everyone
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must be seen as the same to have access to rights. However, as Jane Flax puts it,
‘the need to see everyone as the same in order to accord them dignity and respect
is an expression of the problem, not a cure for it’ (Flax, 1992, p. 193).

In this context, the ‘problem’ is defined as discrimination, i.e., choice on the basis
of perceived difference, which puts ‘barriers’ in the way of some groups. Lack of
neutrality is seen to introduce ‘distortions’ in the market place. EEO then seeks
to remove barriers, to introduce the ‘level playing field’. The perception of
difference must be removed in order for individuals to be seen as such, to be
treated on the grounds of their own individual merits. In an anti-interventionist
discourse, ‘discrimination’ can be seen as an undesirable intervention. Thus
liberal versions of equality are expressed in the language of ‘removing barriers’
and creating a ‘level playing field’ in which competition between ‘free’ agents can
take place without hindrance.

Armstrong characterises the radical perspective on EEO as defined by its
emphasis on the political nature of difference. While Walsh and Dickson (1994)
see the radical model in terms of labour market outcomes for groups, Armstrong,
while also privileging groups over individuals in terms of difference, also invokes
here shades of the radical or ‘cultural’ feminist model (see Alcoff, 1988) in which
difference is seen as ‘enriching the social and cultural diversity of the workplace’
(Armstrong, 1994a, p. 193). Neutrality - created by an attempt to erase
difference and objectify individual merit - is seen as both undesirable and
impossible. Equality is seen as an outcome - often termed as ‘equity’ - rather than
as an attempt to treat people as if they are the same.

It is widely acknowledged now that accounts of ‘liberal’ versus ‘radical’
perspectives do not offer a description of EEO work that ‘fits’ its complexities,
and, in my view, even the attribution of ‘equality’ to liberal perspectives and
‘difference’ to radical perspectives cannot be consistently maintained: as Bock
and James point out (1992, pp. 4-5), some regard equality/difference as
‘dichotomous’, while others see difference as a starting point and equality as a
goal, or vice versa (see also Cockburn, 1991; Sayers, 1994; Walsh and Dickson,
1994). But the interaction of equality/difference continues to be worked and re-
worked in feminist theory as well as organisational practice.

What do ‘poststructuralisms’ offer to the discussion of equality/difference? As I
have suggested above, the ‘going beyond’ of feminist/poststructuralism draws
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attention to what effects are produced or constrained by operating within a

binary system. Armstrong draws on US theorist Joan Scott’s (19881)
‘deconstruction’ of the equality-versus-difference debate to point to specific
possibilities offered by post-structuralist ideas. Scott uses the
equality/difference debate as exemplary of the contributions that ‘the body of
theory referred to as poststructuralism’ can make to feminist theory. Her
discussion of language and of discourse analysis is especially relevant to my
thesis. For Scott, the analysis of language as a ‘meaning-constituting system’
provides

a crucial point of entry, a starting point for understanding how social
relations are conceived, and therefore - because understanding how they
are conceived means understanding how they work - how institutions are
organised, how relations of production are experienced, and how
collective identity is established (Scott, 1994, p. 283).

This ‘point of entry’ is strongly related to what Scott calls the theory that
‘feminism needs’ - theory that will ‘break the conceptual hold’ of patriarchal
philosophy, that will enable us to articulate alternative ways of thinking about
(and thus acting upon) gender without either simply reversing the old hierarchies
or confirming them, and ‘that will be useful and relevant’ in practice (ibid., p.
282). Scott sees analysis of language as the ‘point of entry’ that avoids imposing
existing conventional binary models, by asking about the specificity of how
meanings are created, how they emerge, disappear and are changed, in order to
‘open up interpretive possibilities’ (ibid., p. 284).

Scott highlight’s Foucault’s work with discourse as an analytic technique that
allows such deconstruction, because he shows in various contexts how the power
of truth regimes ‘comes from the way they function as givens or first premises for
both sides of an argument, so that conflicts within discursive fields are framed to
follow from rather than question them’ (Scott, 1984, p. 285). One of the
assumptions of the equality/difference debate, for instance, is that masculine
subjectivity is the norm within which feminine identity must either be subsumed
(to become the ‘same’) or must deviate from. Scott’s work then supports my
project in highlighting the equality/difference debate as one which is central to
feminist theory, and which ‘requires’ the kinds of contributions that post-

1 Armstrong cites Scott in its 1988 version: I use the re-published version, Scott, 1994.
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structuralist discourse analysis can provide in order to open up new ‘interpretive
possibilities’ or, in Foucault’s words, ‘possibilities of transformation’.

Discourses of EEO and of Biculturalism are discourses of difference. They
produce possibilities of difference within given organisational and policy
contexts. Here I have set out some frameworks for looking in more detail at how
gender and ethnic ‘difference’ can be produced, gender and ethnic ‘equality’ can
be produced.

My project is ‘locating’ the communicative production of gender and ethnic
difference within the various discourses of organisational policies and
programmes. As Maori feminists Johnston and Pihama point out, ‘the difficulty
of defining a politics of difference is the difficulty of bringing together an
assortment of ideas and beliefs about what “difference” is’ (Johnston and
Pihama, 1993, p. 3). My intention here is not to ask what difference ‘is’ so much
as to ask what, within a given discursive context, difference does: as Johnston

and Pihama suggest, considering ‘what counts as difference’.
8. Gender in a field of difference

In this chapter I have covered some critical issues in theorising gender from a
feminist/post-structuralist perspective: the relationship between feminism and
post-modernism and post-structuralism; the question of the subject of feminist
politics and the problem of ‘essentialisms’; ways of conceptualising gendered
subjectivity and its relationship to agency and change. I have discussed new
‘interpretive possibilities’ (Scott, 1994, p. 284) that post-structuralism brings to
questions of gender as equality and/or difference.

In my next chapter, ‘Theorising ethnicity’, I look at feminist and post-structuralist
perspectives on ‘ethnicity’, drawing on feminist theories of racism, and on post-
structuralist accounts of subjectivity and race. Questions of terminology are
central to theorising ethnicity, and I tease out some distinctions between
‘ethnicity’, ‘race’, ‘culture’ and ‘colonialism’. I set out a framework for a ‘politics
of difference’ in which the differences between types of difference - ethnicity,
gender - can be considered from a feminist point of view.
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CHAPTER 3
THEORISING ETHNICITY

The oppressor avoids confronting the role they play in oppressing
others. White feminists do this by defining ‘feminism’ for this country
and by using their white power, status and privilege to ensure that
their definition of ‘feminism’ supercedes that of Maori women
(Awatere, 1984, pp. 42-43).

1. Ethnicity and the refusal of feminism

Questions of ethnicity encounter feminism, and emerge within feminism, as
concerns for equality and difference converge and collide. The ‘refusals’ of Maori
women, for instance, to accept the category ‘woman’ marked the categorising
process as generated by a ‘white’, Western feminist discourse.

The premature insistence on a stable subject of feminism, understood as
a seamless category of women, inevitably generates multiple refusals to
accept the category (Butler, 1990, p. 4).

This ‘refusal’ and this resignification of ‘feminism’ created a crisis for Pakeha
and Maori feminists both in terms of questions of political practice - who to
work with? how to work together? - and questions of theory - how/can the
category of ‘woman’ be sustained while accounting for differences of ethnicity?

First, a note on terminology. Much of the political writing on ethnicity uses the
term ‘race’. Later in this chapter I specifically discuss some distinctions between
the terms ‘race’, ‘ethnicity’, and ‘culture’. The race/ethnicity distinction roughly
parallels the sex/gender distinction in raising and opposing the categories of
nature and culture, biological and cultural difference, within the binary logics.
While questioning this distinction itself at various points during the thesis, I have
chosen to use the general term ‘ethnicity’ in parallel with the term ‘gender’.
However, I repeat the term ‘race’ when it is used in specific literatures I am

discussing.

My thesis and its readings of equality and difference are located in a post-
colonial context. In saying this I take on the periodising and historicising concept
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of Aotearoa/New Zealand! as a post-colonial place. I also take on post-
colonialism as locating questions of race, ethnicity, culture and nationality within
a post-modern theoretical frame, in which identity is problematised. I adopt
feminist readings of post-colonialism. The context for these feminist readings is
the powerful encounter between ‘white’ feminism and challenges from its ‘others”:
Maori women, black women in Britain and the US, Third World women.

In this chapter I discuss the intersections of feminism and ethnicity with two key
purposes. First, I draw ethnicity into the discussion of subjectivity and gender
that I have set out above, in order to create the basis for re-thinking
communication and difference (Chapters 4 to 6); and, secondly, I provide a
framework for my discussion of the intersections of gender and race in the
discourses of Equal Employment Opportunities (Chapters 9 to 12). I do this
primarily through setting out theoretical propositions, but I also include aspects
of a historical account of intersections between feminism and racism in feminist

theory and practice.
2. Pakeha feminism

Like many Pakeha feminists, I have found the question of feminism and ethnicity central
to the practicalities of politics in Aotearoa/New Zealand. Any Pakeha person with a
concern for social justice has been powerfully confronted during the 1970s, 1980s and

1990s with Maori challenges, primarily focused around the Treaty of Waitangi.2 The
campaign against the 1981 Springbok Rugby Tour catalysed feminist/anti-racist
coalitions in opposition to apartheid. But well before that time, Pakeha feminists had
been repeatedly challenged by Maori women, both in their refusals to prioritise gender
over race as an organising category of activism, and in their claim that racism and
colonialism were implicated in the universalising tendencies of white feminism (see
Awatere, 1984; Evans, 1994).

Another note on terminology is needed here. I would like to note here that the
terms ‘women of colour’ and ‘black’ are used, sometimes to draw distinctions,
sometimes with overlapping meanings, in the British and American feminist
literature, but in Aotearoa we talk mainly about Maori and Pakeha, although this
creates what Annamarie Jagose calls ‘that gap between the two, that black hole

1 Aotearoa is the Maori name for New Zealand. It is used alone or spliced with New Zealand to
emphasise Maori or bicultural versions of nationality.

2 The Treaty of Waitangi, signed in 1840, is the primary document of Maori-Pakeha relationships. I
discuss the Treaty in Chapter 8..
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in which nothing can be seen and from which nothing can be heard’, for women
who are neither (Jagose, 1988, p- 31). The American phrase ‘women of colour’
has been adopted by Jagose and others in New Zealand to refer to these women,
neither Pakeha in the sense of European descent, nor Tangata Whenua. In this
thesis I refer as specifically as possible to ethnic identities, e.g., Maori, Pakeha,
Pacific Island. I will use the word ‘white’ to refer to feminists of European
descent, and Pakeha for those who live in Aotearoa.

I have identified the feminist debates on race as having three main dimensions
(Jones, 1994). First, there are critiques of white feminist theory and white feminist
activism by Maori women, black women and women of colour; there is the
development of feminist theory by Maori women, black women and women of
colour; and thirdly there is the development of radical feminist and socialist
feminist theory by white feminists to include an account of racism, or to further
include accounts of racism. Here I am concerned primarily with the last point,
that is the development of theory by white feminists who include an account of
race. In fact, it is very much intertwined with the other two debates.

In discussing issues of representation and ethnicity, I continue to take a ‘white’ -
and specifically Pakeha - feminist position as my starting point. A particular
concern associated with this position is the anxiety of white feminists that ‘non-
white’ women have been relegated to the margins of feminism, just as women
have been relegated to the margins of masculinist political theory and practice.
The issue I am concerned with here as a feminist scholar, parallels the kinds of
issues faced by my Pakeha research subjects: whether and how to ‘represent’
others within feminist agendas. When I say ‘white’ here I am invoking an
‘international’ feminist canon of sorts, primarily but not exclusively an academic
one. I provide readings of the white, Western English-speaking feminist tradition
in which I live - the feminism I see as my ‘home’. In particular, I have drawn for
years on the work of British, American and New Zealand white feminists. My
specific interest is of course in colonial/post-colonial relationships in
Aotearoa/New Zealand as they are played out in government organisations,
primarily in the encounter between Equal Employment Opportunity and
Biculturalism. This interplay is strongly resonant with local feminist struggles

over issues of ethnicity and colonialism.

Two recent New Zealand readings of ‘post-colonialism’ evoke some of the issues
at stake in the use of the term. First, ‘post-colonialism’ is about what Pakeha
sociologist Paul Spoonley calls ‘a critical engagement with colonialism... a project
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by those who want to critique and replace the institutions and practices of
colonialism’ (Spoonley, 1995a, p. 49). In this thesis I share Spoonley’s
commitment to a critical post-colonialism and link it to the project of ‘anti-
racism’. Unlike ‘anti-racism’, ‘post-colonialism’ draws attention to the historical
and global themes in issues of racism/anti-racism. Secondly, ‘post-colonialism’
has a specific discursive history that does not map neatly in to the situation in
Aotearoa/New Zealand. Pakeha feminist Lynn Alice makes the useful
distinction between colonial relationships and the situation of indigenous people
- as in this country - and the situation of ‘diasporic intellectuals living in the
West’ who have been the key originators of the academic discourses of post-
colonialism (Alice, 1993, p. 29). In particular, issues of nationalism and identity
work quite differently for indigenous people in a post-colnial situation, and I
discuss the issues involved in my readings of ‘EEO Maori ‘ and of Biculturalism.
Alice also makes a useful distinction between on one hand readings of post-
colonialism in literary theory, and on the other post-colonialism in a sociological
context, with its focus on ‘unequal power relations surrounding identity and self-
determination’ (ibid., p. 28). Post-colonial literary theory tends to stress
‘hybridity’ in deconstructed ethnic identities, but, as Alice points out, ‘this is an
erasure of any chance of self determination by indigenous peoples’ (ibid., p. 29),
whose political claims are based on specific historical indigenous identities.

In feminist accounts, ethnicity is always politicised, always problematised.
‘Race’ as a categorising discourse carries with it the implications of ‘racism’ as an
oppressive structure and/or source of political division, and anti-racism as
resistance to it. In 1980s feminist writing, accounts of ethnic identity in the
context of anti-racism tended to fix ethnicity in terms of structural analyses that
linked difference to grand narratives of class or gender, ‘socialist’ and ‘radical’
feminisms. In fact, differences between accounts of racism were used to sort
feminist theory (Bourne, 1983; Guy, 1986, Jones, 1992; Murphy and Livingstone,
1985; Simpkin, 1994). These frameworks have left their traces in feminist
discourse into the 1990s, and, as I will show later, contribute to the analytic
strategies of EEO practitioners (Chapters 11 and 12). For instance, references to
‘structural’ inequalities recur regularly in my interview subjects’ accounts. In
particular, they are used as a counter-point to liberal individualist accounts of
difference. A very clear distinction is made here between a liberal idealist
approach to racism as an attitude or prejudice, or some kind of psychological
problem, and a materialist approach which sees it as the product of material
conditions (Elvidge, 1987). This tension between the ‘psychological’ and the
‘material’, addressed quite differently in foucauldian accounts of subjectivity,
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also occurs in debates among EEO practitioners over ‘education’ (attending to
the psychological) and ‘enforcement’ (attending to the material), or changing
‘attitudes’ as opposed to ‘behaviour’. I discuss this debate in Chapter 10.

Another tension point is the question of whether white women benefit directly
from racism as white, or whether their white privilege is conditional on the
favours of white men (Frye, 1983). In this analysis, once white women see the
‘male-as-norm-divide-and-conquer-trap’ (Trinh, 1987, p. 18), they will see that it
is also in their interests to resist racism. This tension between white women as
beneficiaries from racism yet, at the same time, as natural allies of the racially
oppressed, also finds its way into discourses of EEO, where it is argued by
Pakeha EEO practitioners that ‘a win for one is a win for all’. In my discussion of
EEO discourses I will point to situations where Pakeha feminism dominates EEO
discourse, and comes into conflict with Maori and ‘other’ ethnic minority
agendas (Chapters 11 and 12).

3. Post-structuralist accounts of ethnicity and race

My entry points into post-structuralist accounts of ethnicity were the writings of
Julian Henriques (Henriques, 1984), a British-based black psychologist; and of
Trinh Minh-ha (Trinh, 1987), a US-based feminist scholar. I have already cited
Henriques’ work on subjectivity in Chapter 2. Henriques addresses the
connections between subjectivity, discourse, and ethnic identity; while Trinh
focuses on ‘the theme of difference’ (Trinh, 1987, p. 18) in terms of gender and
ethnicity.

Henriques’ contribution on race in Changing the subject introduced me to post-
structuralist theories of the self which account for ‘subjective’ as well as
‘objective’. forms of racism and racial identity. Henriques argues that theorising
difference in terms of historical and socio-economic differences ‘cannot alone
explain white racism or black subjectivity’ (Henriques, 1984, p. 89). He talks
about a Foucauldian-derived ‘theory of subjectivity which recognises differences
as a social or historical production’, but ‘no less real for that’ (Henriques, 1984,
p- 89). Henriques suggests that the political stakes of various ways of
representing race need to be spelt out in their specific contexts. For instance, he
suggests that while, in the past, the only progressive response to biological
determinist theories of racial difference may have been to deny the difference,
this denial of difference is now having serious political effects: to deny
differences between blacks and whites means that it is impossible to frame the
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effects of racist discourses and to intervene in them. For instance, in New
Zealand at present the claim that ‘we’re all people/New Zealanders’ can be used
to deny the reality of both racism and cultural difference (Spoonley, 1995b).

Henriques' theory of racial discourses contests the binary between racism as
individualised prejudice, and racism grounded in material advantage. For him,
‘racism reproduces itself not only mechanically at an economic and social level
but also through the power relations between white and black people and the
subjectivities which these produce and reproduce in both (Henriques, 1984, 89).
Henriques’ argument is that the neither the denial of difference in liberal
psychologies of ethnicity, nor the neglect of the material in traditional
psychological accounts of ‘prejudice’ provide adequate theorisation of the
subjectivity of racism and ethnic identity. His advocacy of a post-structuralist
approach to difference argues for a kind of strategic concept of ethnicity which
allows racism to be distinguished. I return later to Henriques’ work in discussing
the question of ‘prejudice’, as conceived in conventional psychological
discourses, is deployed in interventions by EEO practitioners (Chapter 10).

While Henriques argues for the strategic uses of discourses of racial difference,
Trinh Minh-ha draws on French feminist theory to argue strongly against ‘the
very theme of difference’ (Trinh, 1987, p. 18). Her example is not the liberal
denial of difference, but the violence of 1980s South African apartheid. ‘With a
kind of perverted logic’, she says, white racists ‘work towards your erasure while
urging you to keep your way of life and ethnic values within the boundaries and
borders of your homelands... "Difference" is "division" in the understanding of
many. It is no more than a tool of self-defense and conquest’ (Trinh, 1987, pp. 6-
7). She evokes what she calls the ‘French feminist’ proposition ‘to destroy the
notion of differences between the sexes’, and extends it to all ‘difference’:

The very theme of difference, whatever the differences are represented
to be, is useful to the oppressing group. The search and claim for a
female/ethnic identity-difference today can never be anything more
than a move within the male-as-norm-divide-and-conquer trap. As long
as words of difference serve to legitimate a discourse, instead of
delaying its authority to infinity, they are... noteworthy only as
decorations’ (ibid., pp. 18-19).

The ‘male-as-norm-divide-and-conquer trap’, or what I have framed in Vicki
Kirby’s words as ‘masculinism’s binary logic’ (Kirby, 1994, p. 25), serves only to
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legitimate oppressive discourses, whether or gender or of race. This strong
version of the post-structuralist argument against difference could be seen, in its
own way, as being as reductionist as Elvidge’s argument that all accounts of
racist subjectivity are ‘really’ a mask for narrowly-conceived materialist (read
economic) imperatives.

Trinh’s and Henriques’ arguments, counter-pointed, create the possibilities of
considering discourses of ethnicity, and discourses of gender in terms of the
political stakes of varying accounts of identity, not in terms of ‘truths’ about
identity. This possibility exists within a feminist/post-structuralist politics of
difference which recognises the inter-implications of ‘difference/s’, and concerns
itself with the political implications of differences in context. Australian feminist
Sneja Gunew argues that:

Working for social justice is not necessarily at odds with a commitment
to critical theory ‘even’ in its post-modern variants. It is necessary to
state this in the face of consistent critiques which suggest that social
justice issues inevitably translate into firmly entrenched binary
positions, which are hierarchically positioned and involve mutual
homogenization and reductionism... This is not to deny the fact that
political manoeuvrings sometimes set these categories against each
other... But this does not mean that we have to accept the terms of such
manipulations. If we have a specific role as intellectuals it is precisely
that of scrutinising and, if need be, redefining the conceptual terms of
these debates (Gunew, 1993, p. 1).

This sort of scrutiny is part of the project of my thesis. I do not argue politically
‘for’ or ‘against’ the use of certain ‘conceptual terms’ or ‘political manoeuvrings’
per se. Rather, I draw on discourses of EEO and Biculturalism to look at some
examples of how practitioners intervene communicatively, and suggest through
my readings which political issues are at stake.

4. The politics of difference

A feminist account of a “politics of difference’ sets out to create a framework for
addressing a range of difference/s. Here I draw on the work of Gunew and
Yeatman in theorising such a framework (Gunew and Yeatman, 1993a).
Introducing their collection Feminism and the politics of difference (Gunew and
Yeatman, 1993b), they propose that the discourses of post-colonialism and post-
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structuralism can provide the theoretical framework for disassembling what
Trinh calls the ‘male-as-norm-divide-and-conquer trap’ (Trinh, 1987, p. 18), so
that it is possible to admit difference, not simply as the self-confirming other,
but as the admission and recognition of incommensurabilities’ (Gunew and
Yeatman, 1993a, p. xiv). (I note here that ‘post-colonialism’ is taken by Gunew
and Yeatman to assume a critical approach to difference in a particular historical
and cultural context. Here and elsewhere in the literatures that I draw from in the
thesis, ‘post-colonialism’ implies a political agenda, and becomes a kind of re-
working of the term ‘anti-racist’ which implies a post-structuralist account of
ethnicity).

Gunew and Yeatman have three specific suggestions for their project. First, they
take up Denise Riley’s proposition (Riley, 1988) that a ‘spirit of deconstructive
irony’ must be ‘an inevitable characteristic of a contemporary politics of
difference’ (Gunew and Yeatman, 1993a, p. xiv). I see this as a reflexive stance
from which feminists can use, re-work and re-use foundationalist discourses of
difference, while at the same time refusing to accept them as essentially ‘true’.

Secondly, Gunew and Yeatman emphasise organising around ‘local allegiances’ -
a strategy which allows the dismantling of ‘universal models’ which ‘confirm the
old power structures’ (Gunew and Yeatman, 1993a, p. xiv). After Foucault, they
privilege local struggles and local knowledges. Agreeing as I do with this
proposition, there is some irony here for me as a Pakeha woman, as Gunew and
Yeatman’s writings in this collection privilege an Australian conception of
‘multiculturalism’ over a ‘Biculturalism’ that is identified with New Zealand, and
with a ‘self-defeating’ and ‘simply-defined activism’ (ibid., p. xv). I refer to this
issue in discussing local struggles over ‘multiculturalism’ and ‘biculturalism’
(Chapters 11 and 12).

Thirdly, they suggest ‘thinking in terms of interested universalisms’. They resist
the idea that an ethical or universal component to political vision must always be
in contradiction with an ‘interested’ component. They claim that politics contains
both: it ‘concerns the contestatory and conversational dynamics of how these
two components enter into the ways in which we work with shared conditions of
plurality and alterity’ (ibid.). This is a useful caution in terms of discourse
analysis (as well as political activity). For instance, as Gunew demonstrates in
her discussion of social justice above, to invoke a term such as ‘social justice’
does not necessarily indicate immediate consignment to the trash-can of
unreflexive foundationalism. For instance, feminist philosopher Jane Flax
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suggests talking in terms of ‘justices’ rather than ‘justice’ rather than abandoning
the concept of ‘justice’ (Flax, 1992).

Gunew and Yeatman name a number of ‘key questions’ which need attention
within the framework of a ‘feminist politics of difference’. The first is ‘the nature
of the intersection of race and ethnicity’. I now turn to this question, adding in
the associated question of ‘culture’.

5. Reconceptualising ‘ethnicity’, ‘race’ and ‘culture’

In this section I assume post-structuralist readings of ethnicity, and consider in
more detail what might be at stake in distinguishing ‘race’, ethnicity, and culture,
as categories of difference. As well as elaborating some theoretical concerns, I
create a further framework for my analysis of ethnicity as a category of
difference in the context of discourses of EEO and Biculturalism.

The term ‘race’ evokes a kind of biological reductionism which seems uniquely
offensive. There have long been attacks on the term. Henry Gates, in his
introduction to the collection “Race,” writing and difference, invokes scientific
rhetoric to describe race as ‘a fiction’ in terms of ‘a meaningful criterion within
the biological sciences’ (Gates, 1986, p. 4) This typical rejection of a biologically
determinist representation of ‘race’ in itself raises new questions. Is ‘race’
primarily a question of ‘fact’ or ‘fiction’? As Avtar Brah points out, ‘no matter
how often the concept is exposed as vacuous, “race” still acts as an apparently
ineradicable marker of social difference’ (Brah, 1992, p. 126). The question then
arises: ‘What makes it possible for the category to act this way?’ (ibid.) This is a
crucial question, whether we see markers of difference as invoked in racist or
anti-racist contexts, as in ‘discrimination’ against a minority or as in affirmation
of a suppressed cultural identity. This question brings us back to scrutinising the
power relations implicit in every act of categorisation; to, as Biddy Martin puts
it, an ‘insistence on analysing power in terms of its local, discursive and specific
formations’ (Martin, 1988, p. 16). This is a question that should also be applied
to the categorisations of ‘ethnicity’ and ‘culture’.

While the idea of ‘race’ has been widely discredited, that of ‘ethnicity’ as an
objective category has not. This still-legitimated category is widely used in public
policy contexts. For instance, Paul Spoonley’s definitions of ethnicity (Spoonley,
1988) were used by the New Zealand Department of Inland Revenue in their
1992 EEO plan (Department of Inland Revenue, 1992). This type of ethnic
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categorisation treats ethnicity as ‘a characteristic of an individual or a group’,
rather than stressing that ethnicity is a ‘socially constructed relation’, and one
which has to be negotiated, as Skutnabb-Kangas has pointed out (Skutnabb-
Kangas, 1990, p. 92). In making this distinction in the context of research on
‘ethnic’ difference, Skutnabb-Kangas argues that the construction of ethnic
groups by researchers can lead to new, more sophisticated forms of racism, in
spite of the absence of the term ‘race’. Skutnabb-Kangas advocates that the
primary object of study of race issues should be instead ‘the power relationships
between the parties in the definition process’ (ibid.)

The categorising term of ‘culture’, like ‘ethnicity’, may seem to escape the
determinism of ‘race’ but often in fact carries the traces of ‘race’ with it. Black US
scholar Paul Gilroy asserts that ‘the especially crude and reductive notions of
culture that form the substance of racial politics are clearly associated with an
older discourse of racial and ethnic difference which is entangled with the history
of the idea of culture in the modern West’ (Gilroy, 1992, p. 188). For this reason,
Gilroy argues strongly against what he calls the ‘spurious invocation of ethnic
particularity to... ensure the tidy flow of cultural output into neat, symmetrical
units’ (ibid., pp. 196-197). And he stresses that ‘this applies whether this
impulse comes from the oppressors or the oppressed’ (ibid., p. 197). However,
Gilroy is careful to contain his discussion within a particular cultural context -
what he calls the ‘black Atlantic world’ (ibid., p. 196). His critique of ‘ethnic
absolutism’ and the notions of culture that go with it may or may not apply in
the context of an indigenous people fighting for cultural survival. (I will return
later to this argument in considering the opportunities and perils of framing
Maori identity claims in terms of the themes of ethnic ‘hybridity’ which
characterise much of the literature of post-colonial criticism (Mohanty, 1995).

This issue of ‘ethnic absolutism’ is a key one in considering the nature of Maori
challenges to EEO, as the rhetoric of these challenges often includes strong
appeals to Maori cultural identity. Leonie Pihama has pointed out that while it
may further the process of decolonisation to ‘decentre’ white identities, it is quite
another matter for white theorists to destabilise the identities of those whom we
have colonised (Pihama, 1994).

An emphasis on asking how a given process of categorisation works, and in
whose interests, is, in my view, necessary to take us beyond the perception that
identity is not an essential category, and towards confirming or reformulating
political strategies. James Donald and Ali Rattansi, in their review of race,
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culture and conflict in contemporary Europe, argue for a ‘critical reappropriation
of the concept of culture’ (Donald & Rattansi, 1992, p- 4). Such a concept must
avoid, on the one hand, the dangers of a ‘new racism’ based on ‘the supposed
incompatibility of cultural traditions’ - a recuperation of colonial attitudes (ibid.,
P- 2). On the other hand, it must avoid a ‘diversity’ approach which avoids
addressing issues of power and resources. As Donald and Rattansi put it:

[a critical reappropriation] means that culture is no longer understood
as what expresses the identity of a community. Rather, it refers to the
processes, categories and knowledges through which communities are
defined as such: that is, how they are rendered specific and
differentiated (ibid., p. 4).

I explore ways in which ethnic groups ‘are rendered specific and differentiated’
by looking at the production of ‘target groups’ in EEO discourse (Chapter 11). By
framing ethnic and cultural difference this way, I reject any claims to ‘ethnic
absolutism’. At the same time, my discussion below suggests that, for many
Maori, culture, even race, is identity. In this context, identity is seen to be based
on land, ancestry, and what Maanu Paul has called a ‘continuity of
consciousness’ between historical and contemporary identities, ‘which has its
roots in our memories of thousands of years of existence in Te Moana-nui-a-
Kiwa [the Pacific]’ (Paul, 1991, p. 3).

To critically reappropriate concepts of cultural and ethnic identity, it is not
enough just to evoke the spectre of a theoretically de-legitimated ‘essentialism’,
out of the political context in which such essentialism may be deployed. The
point is to ask who makes particular identity claims based on land and ancestry,
who disputes these claims, and why. In a New Zealand context, to ‘deconstruct’
such claims in the context of the Treaty of Waitangi could be to undercut the
Tangata Whenua status of the Maori, and their claims to sovereignty based on
their indigenous status. This is a hazardous enterprise.

Also hazardous is what Maori feminist Donna Matahaere calls the “uncritical
adoption of essentialist notions of race and identity’ (Matahaere, 1995, p. 16) in
order to ‘function progressively in some contexts’ (ibid., p. 17). For Matahaere,
‘the extent to which Maori continue to use the language of “race” with which to
articulate their “difference” reveals an active complicity rather than the lack of
agency that a passive and naive duplicity would imply’ (ibid.). Matahaere raises
important questions of complicity and agency, to which I will return in my
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discussion of EEO categories, especially in relation to Maori Treaty discourses.
Taking a strong line against ‘difference’, similar to the argument made by Trinh
(1987), she argues that ‘alliances based on complicity’ with essentialist notions
of ‘identity-authenticity’ may seem staregically necessary, but eventually ‘may
work against the interests of a greater number of people’. However, she is
contradictory in her statements about whether she sees the notion of authentic
Maori identity as having being taken on in an ‘uncritical’ way or ‘as a tool of
survival’ (Matahaere, 1995, pp. 16-17). How would a ‘critical’ adoption of
essential identity work, one taken on in the ‘spirit of deconstructive irony’
advocated by Gunew and Yeatman? Alternatively, does Matahaere run the risk
of applying a post-structuralist notion of identity in a cultural context where it
does not necessarily translate? (see Pihama, 1994). Gunew and Yeatman suggest
that a ‘politics of difference’ creates the possibility of ‘the admission and
recognition of incommensurabilities’ (Gunew & Yeatman, 1993, p. xiv). If the idea
of cultural difference is admitted at all, then there is the possibility that readings
of issues of identity do not necessarily translate from one culture to another. Can
certain Maori notions of identity, such as the one articulated by Paul, be simply
translated as uncritical essentialism? I will return several times to this question of

‘essentialisms’ in specific communicative contexts.
6. Communication and difference

In this chapter I have looked at some feminist accounts of ethnicity in the context
of racism, where the main focus of interest is the connections between ethnicity
and gender. Converging these with post-structuralism accounts of ethnicity, I
have discussed a feminist politics of difference which draws on post-
structuralism and post-colonialism. Issues of ‘representing’ difference are
inseparable from the process of writing about ethnicity, and I have recurrently
addressed issues of terminology, and argued that the important questions are
those which ask what these designations ‘do’ in specific contexts. In the next two
chapters I weave my theorisation of difference into the literatures of ‘gender and
communication’ and ‘cross-cultural communication’. I then draw them together in

terms of ‘communication and difference’.
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CHAPTER 4
THEORISING ‘GENDER AND COMMUNICATION’

One is not born a woman, but, rather, becomes one (de Beauvoir, cited
Butler, 1990, p. 8)

1. Introduction

My next step is to re-think the ‘gender and communication’ literature within a
feminist/post-structuralist theoretical framework. That is, to analyse this
literature with a view to ‘possibilities of transformation’. In the preceding
chapters I have set out the terrain of feminist/post-structuralist accounts of
difference and subjectivity. In this chapter I use Judith Butler’s Gender trouble
(1990) as a central text to draw together my theorisations of subjectivity,
discourse and difference in the thesis so far, and to relate them to re-thinking the
‘gender and communication’ literature. Butler’s denaturalizing critique combines
feminist scepticism about the naturalness of gender (‘one is not born a woman’)
with a foucauldian interest in the processes by which the appearance of natural
identity is created (how a woman ‘becomes one’). I carry out a denaturalizing
critique of the literature, with particular emphasis on ‘the identity problem’ in
feminist theory.

Butler’s work has provided a crucial starting point for me to make the connection
between feminist/post-structuralist theories of subjectivity, and questions of
gender and communication. Recent reviews of ‘language and gender’ have cited
the growing importance of feminist/post-structuralist theorising (Freed, 1995;
Mills, 1995b) and have called for ‘a more sophisticated theoretical approach’
(Cameron, 1995a, p. 44). Issues of subjectivity and signification (‘making
meaning’), and an emphasis on communicative practices in specific situations (as
against ‘sociolinguistic universals’ (Holmes, 1993)), have emerged as key issues in
the interdisciplinary 1990s project of ‘gender and communication’ (Cameron,
1995a; Crawford, 1995; Freed, 1995; Mills, 1995a, 1995b; Rakow, 1992a), and 1

place my work in this context.

Butler’s book Gender trouble (1990), eloquently articulates the concerns of a body
of feminist/post-structuralist theorising in which gender itself is problematised,
rather than taken as given; which concerns itself with creating ‘gender trouble’,
asking: which is the ‘best way to trouble the gender categories that support gender
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hierarchy...?” (ibid., p. x). Butler provides a strong feminist reading of Foucault’s
theories of discourse and subjectivity. More recently I have also drawn on her
contributions to the feminist/ post-structuralist ‘philosophical exchange’, Feminist
contentions (Butler, 1995a), and her book Bodies that matter (Butler, 1993), both of
which advance the theorisation of her ‘denaturalizing critique’. Butler’s
formulation of gender as a discursive practice opens up two important issues. As
well as problematising gender, Butler draws attention to discursive practices in
the context of regimes of signification, a connection which requires re-thinking
‘communication’ as discursive practice. In this chapter I re-frame ‘communication’
as ‘discursive practice’ by re-framing the literature in terms of the concepts of
representation and performativity. I complete the chapter by proposing a
feminist/post-structuralist research agenda within which I locate my specific
concerns in this thesis. I want to stress that this agenda is not limited to issues
that I go on to take up in my field studies in this thesis (Chapters 9 to 12). Rather,
I am interested in the broader theoretical project posed by my research questions
(Chapter 1): How can I ‘re-think’ gender and communication’? How are
communicative practices and identity (subjectivity) related? What kinds of
discourse analysis are specifically relevant to communication studies?

2. Gender in communication: a ‘variable’ or an ‘effect’?

In most of the last twenty years of research on gender and communication, gender
has been treated as a kind of controlled or static variable; as a quality somehow
separable from communication, as a determining factor in communication
differences, or as a quality reflected in communication differences. While the field
is now becoming increasingly interdisciplinary, it has been split historically into
the literatures of ‘women and language’ - drawing largely on sociolinguistics - and
‘gender and communication’ - drawing largely on interpersonal communication
literature with a social psychology base, on rhetoric, and on gender in the media.
(A number of other formulations of the ‘field /s’ are available: ‘women’s
communication’ (Carter and Spitzack, 1989), ‘language and gender’ (Mills,
1995a), ‘feminism and linguistic theory’ (Cameron, 1990).) From here on I will
refer to the field/s as a whole as ‘gender and communication’, except where I
want to specify a sub-field. I will tease out some of the interdisciplinary issues
later, both in terms of future directions for ‘communication and difference’, and in
terms of issues in communication theory more broadly. Here, though, I argue that
the great majority of the literature, whether ‘gender and communication’ or
‘women and language’, has been positivist in its assumptions about the
relationship between gender and communication. As US communication scholar
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Lana Rakow summarised the situation in 1986: ‘gender has been operationalized
as a pregiven category that can account for measurable differences in women's
and men’s speech, interaction and mass communication behaviour’ (Rakow, 1986,
p- 11).

Rakow’s 1986 review of gender research in communication provided an original
link for me between Butler’s theoretical propositions and the literature of ‘gender
and communication’ (Rakow, 1986). Rakow’s review was located within the US
‘communication studies’ context, which comprehends a range of communication
contexts, from interpersonal to mass media. As a result, Rakow’s review was
influenced by cultural studies perspectives in the mass media literature, which
have been shaped over a long period by post-structuralist theory. Although
Rakow’s review was not based in post-structuralist theory as such, her argument
for a constructionist account of gender in communication studies resonated
strongly for me with Butler’s account of gender as a discursive practice. In a later,
1992, review (Rakow, 1992), she comments that ‘while early research by feminists
sometimes assumed... that gender was a pre-given biological fact..., [they] have
come to theorise the differences between women and men as the product of
language and interaction’ (ibid., p. 10). In this chapter I pursue some of the
implications of this shift to a social constructionist perspective, and distinguish
some of the theoretical issues that are at stake.

The concept of gender as a variable in communication has produced a range of
extremely useful findings. It has been, like other questions of gender and
difference, a point of resistance and challenge in a context where masculine
behaviour has been assumed to be the universal standard, and feminine difference
is either obscured, ignored or marginalised. It has allowed scrutiny of the
representation of women in both spoken language and in mass media. It has
provided a kind of index of masculine dominance by showing its manifestations
as interruption, silencing and invasion of personal space. The rhetoric of
quantification itself has seemed to pose irrefutable arguments that women have
used widely to mark and contest their silencing - most famously, in the work of
Dale Spender (Spender, 1989). Much less familiar is the feminist criticism of
Spender’s work, which addresses her reductionist conflation of ‘data’, her
essentialist theorisation of ‘male’ and ‘female’ meanings, and her assumption that
feminists need to simply step outside the language system - from which they are
separate - in order to change it (Black and Coward, 1990; Cameron, 1995a;
Gatens, 1991).
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Work such as Spender’s has been widely popular because it has been seen as
politically valuable to feminists (Cameron, 1995a; Frazer and Cameron, 1989).
Before the ‘linguistic turn’ in academic women’s studies (Canning, 1994), when
post-structuralist theory became important to feminism, language was already a
‘feminist issue’ (Cameron, 1990, p- 1). Feminism has ‘placed language on the
political agenda’ (ibid.), in a way that is distinct from any other aspect of
communication inquiry. Reviewing the ‘feminist critique of language’, British
feminist sociolinguist Deborah Cameron names the three key themes of this
critique as: silence and exclusion of women’s voices; representation and ‘naming’;
and behavioral differences in language, in relation to male dominance and female
culture (ibid., p. 3).

The pair ‘difference/dominance’ echo the difference/equality binary, and recur in
the feminist/post-structuralist account of language, but with new twists (see
Thorne and Henley’s original formulation, Thorne and Henley, 1975; and for
recent re-workings, Coates, 1995; Cameron, 1995a; Freed, 1995). I will return to
them in their re-worked forms below. In line with broader developments in
feminist theory, many feminist language and communication scholars have
become sceptical of work such as Spender’s, which takes positivist epistemology
and gender categories for granted, and recklessly globalises in its claims about
‘men’ and ‘women’ in language, without historical or cultural context.

The problem with empiricist approaches to gender research, whether difference or
dominance is stressed, is that the designation ‘gender’ itself remains largely
unexamined. Rakow proposed instead that ‘gender research should mean being
engaged in questions about the role of communication in the construction and
accomplishment of a gender system’ (Rakow, 1986, p.12). In other words, we
should examine the ways in which ‘communication creates genders who create
communication’ (ibid., p. 23). Rakow’s argument has major epistemological
implications, although she does not spell these out herself. By advocating an
inquiry into the way that ‘communication creates genders’, she is moving towards
a theory of identity /difference as a communicative process. For me this provokes
a re-theorisation of identity and thus of subjectivity, as well as a re-consideration
of the nature of communication as somehow producing the self, rather than the
more traditional assumption that communication is a tool or expression of the

pre-given self.
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Another implication of Rakow’s challenge is the subversion of foundationalist
epistemologies of ‘gender and communication’. While Rakow’s discussion seems
to assume a realist account of how ‘communication creates genders’, the
possibility she creates, that communication creates identity, also is subversive of
a realist account of research in which the rational autonomous subject simply
‘describes’ communication practices. Instead, her questioning of ‘gender’, and
therefore of ‘communication’, as ‘variables’ and ‘pre-given’ categories opens up
the prospect that all research constructs, and the researcher too, are ‘created by’
communication. I emphasise the possibility here of this double epistemological
displacement, because it seems to me that there is the opening here for a post-
structuralist account which takes Rakow’s project of re-thinking
feminist/communication research in new directions. The destabilisation of gender
un-fixes the taken-for-granteds of epistemology, ‘interrogating that ruse of
authority that seeks to close itself off from contest’ (Butler, 1995a, p. 41). The
‘ruse of authority’ lies in foundationalist epistemologies, as much as in the
theories of identity which are implicated in them. I argue in this chapter that much
of the ‘social constructionist’ re-theorising of ‘gender and communication’ studies
maintains the ‘ruse of authority’ by maintaining - albeit re-worked - modernist
theories of identity and of research epistemology. In this way they re-inscribe
gender/identity, rather than exploiting more radically the transformative
possibility that Butler advocates, of making ‘gender trouble’. As researchers on
‘gender and communication’ we can frame our own research questions, and re-
frame the existing literature, in terms of ‘the very signifying practices that
establish, regulate, and deregulate identity’ (Butler, 1990, p. 147).

Placing the discussions on ‘gender and communication’ within this transformative
frame, the most interesting questions become: those which interrogate the
processes by which language creates gender; and those which ask how the
categories of gender are or could be disrupted. These are very different from the
questions typically posed in the ‘gender and communication’ literature, as for
instance, in UK sociolinguist Jennifer Coates’ question: ‘Do men and women talk
differently?’ (Coates, 1986). I am not suggesting simply rejecting these kinds of
discussions, but rather I propose that we can retrospectively re-read them from a
post-structuralist perspective. I will suggest possible such re-readings below, via
the concepts of performativity and representation.
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3. The ‘identity problem’, again

In Chapter 2 I set out a number of issues at stake in attempts to establish a stable
subject of ‘Woman’. In the ‘gender and communication’ literature, this unitary
subject creates the same exclusions found elsewhere in feminist literature. It is still
unusual for ‘gender and communication’ research to be carried out with culturally
diverse populations (see Freed, 1995, Pp. 7-8; Houston, 1992; Houston, 1995.
Research models which address these exclusions are usually based on the kind of
structural sociological approaches found elsewhere in feminist research, setting
out ‘interdependent systems of oppression’ (Kramarae, 1989, p. 327; see also
Freed, 1995; Miller, 1995). This more inclusive approach to identity still has the
effect of naturalizing both identities and power structures., rather than ‘locating
the political in... signifying practices’ (Butler, 1990, p. 147).

A denaturalizing critique focuses on a another critical concern: that taking gender
as a given leads us back into re-writing fixed differences between men and
women, whether the difference is framed as ‘cultural ‘or ‘natural’. Communication
differences between men and women then become a kind of manifestation or even
proof that men and women are different. In popular culture, best-sellers such as
linguist Deborah Tannen'’s You just don’t understand (Tannen, 1990) and John
Gray’s Men are from Mars, women are from Venus (Gray, 1992), present gender
difference within a model of intractable cultural difference (Tannen) and even
species difference (Gray). The huge success of these books indicates the power
that writing of gender discourses as ‘difference’ and ‘miscommunication’ has in
addressing ‘gender trouble’. In Chapter 5 I consider some implications of Tannen’s
work for conceptualising ‘cross-cultural communication’ as well as ‘gender and

communication’!.
4. Gender as representation

I propose a re-framing of ‘gender and communication’ that can be carried out
using the two concepts of representation and of performativity. ‘Representation’
has long been on the ‘gender and communication’ agenda in the sense of dealing
with media representations of women, and with what we have called ‘sexist
language’ in both speech and writing (see Cameron, 1990; Miller, 1995). From a
post-structuralist point of view, the term ‘representation’ is problematised,

1 For some feminist critical reviews of Tannen, see Freed (1992), and Cameron (1995a, 1995b). Both
of these pieces discuss other reviews and Tannen’s responses to these. Cameron (1995b) and
Crawford (1995a) critique both Gray and Tannen.
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implying as it does a split between an ‘object’ and its ‘representation’, the
signified and the sign. For this reason, the Changing the subject group prefer the
term “signification’, defined as ‘the process of making sense’ (see Henriques et al.,
1984b, pp. 97-98). But because the term ‘representation’ has been central to the
ways that the field of communication and difference has been conceptualised, for
me it provides part of a possible framework for re-conceptualisation. Rather than
assuming ‘representation’ to be unproblematic, I instead prefer to consider ways
of re-considering and re-thinking the term, through addressing the ways that it is
problematic, both in communication theory generally and in relation to issues of
difference more specifically. For instance, I draw later (Chapters 11 and 12) on
the work of Australian feminist Sneja Gunew to further consider how academic
and political ‘representations’ of difference intersect, particularly in relation to
ethnic and cultural difference. Gunew distinguishes representation as ‘depiction’
and on the other as ‘delegation’ or ‘speaking for’ (Gunew, 1994b, p. 87).

Here I want to analyse the ways that issues of representation occur in the
literature of gender and communication. I do this by dividing them into two
categories: the representation of gender differences; and the representation of
gender differences in communication. These two categories are created by splitting
Rakow’s formulation that:

Communication creates genders who create communication (Rakow 1986,
p- 23)

‘Communication creates genders’: representing gender differences

The first category concerns the ways that people talk about gender difference.
This means a focus on discourses where differences such as gender and ethnicity
are explicitly represented. While there has been a great deal of work done on how
gender is represented in written and mass media, there is still little on the
representation of difference in spoken interaction, in interpersonal
communication. (This gap may be explained at least in part by the theoretical
split between ‘langue’ and ‘parole’: see Chapter 6.) Where spoken language is
addressed, it is generally in terms of language systems - in terms of semantics
(e.g., Schulz, 1990), ‘andocentric’ grammar (e.g., Bodine, 1990) and lexicon
(Kramarae and Treichler, 1990). Much less research is available on spoken
communicative practices where gender difference is explicitly represented. (By
comparison, there is a significant amount of research on what might be called the
‘language of racism’ (Potter and Wetherall, 1992; Van Dijk, 1987).)
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If we stretch the interdisciplinary boundaries of ‘gender and communication’, we
can include in this category feminist discourse analytic work which draws on
transcripts of spoken discourse. Hollway’s work on heterosexual relationships,
analysed in terms of how her subjects represent differences between men and
women, could fit here, for instance (Hollway, 1984, 1989). For communication
scholars, the emphasis would be centrally on how the differences are represented.
Analytic texts might include interview transcripts, such as Hollway’s, or
transcripts of ‘natural’ linguistic interaction. An example of the latter is the work
of British sociolinguists Elizabeth Frazer and Deborah Cameron on girls’ talk
about gender and sexuality (Frazer and Cameron, 1989). Their research is based
on recordings of school-girls discussing sexuality, representing both themselves
and other school-girls. This is a topic area in which representations of gender are
highly salient, and in their analysis Frazer and Cameron specifically address the
contradictions in the ways that the speakers position themselves and others as
gendered sexual subjects. By tracking these contradictions linguistically, Frazer
and Cameron analyse their subjects’ positioning in various discourses of
sexuality. This process involves inevitably positioning the self in relation to
‘others’ within the economy of sexual categories. While Frazer and Cameron draw
on sociolinguistic methods to map discursive positionings, US organisational
communication scholar Nina Gregg (Gregg, 1992, 1993a, 1993b) specifically
invites her subjects to represent their own positions in multiple and contradictory
discourses of identity - gender, race and class - and to relate these to their
accounts of themselves as agents in organisational life. She inquires into how
women ‘make meaning’ of ‘the ongoing realities of their lives’ in terms of the
‘discursive configurations’ available to them (Gregg, 1992, p. 264). What Gregg is
honing in on here is their accounts of what counts as difference in the
organisation, and the discursive resources they draw on to make these accounts.

‘Genders create communication’: representing communication differences

My second category of representation covers the second part of Rakow’s
proposition: how we represent the ways that ‘genders... create communication’.
As Rakow has pointed out, the work of the ‘gender and communication’ literature
has centred around establishing gender differences in communication. In contrast,
I am interested in how these differences are represented, particularly in the
academic literature. What is the discursive ‘will to truth’ that pervades a
particular claim of difference? What do we make these apparent differences
mean? These communication differences are always represented within the
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‘binary logic of masculinism’, in Kirby’s phrase (Kirby, 1993, p. 25). The themes
of ‘dominance’ (inequality) versus ‘difference’ have provided an enduring
framework in the ‘gender and communication’ literature (Cameron, 1990). For
instance, in arguing that women have ‘better’ communication skills than men,
there may be an implied trade-off of the more prestigious side of the binary, i.e.,
numeracy skills. There is no ‘truth’ to these types of claims outside
power/knowledge regimes. I argue that the valuing processes implicit in any
representation of difference should be a crucial research focus, rather than a
taken-for-granted framework for analysis. This argument has important
epistemological implications. I referred earlier to a ‘double epistemological
displacement’. This extends the proposition that ‘gender is created by
communication’ to look at how the subject of knowledge - the researcher - is also
created by communication. In foucauldian terms, she is located as a subject in
gendered academic discourses.

Representing communication differences between men and women goes on in
daily conversation, and it is also intertwined with our academic explorations and
their epistemological assumptions: First, we can take ‘representing communication
differences’ as an object of knowledge, as a research topic. This means a focus on
the processes in everyday life in which people make meaning out of what they
take to be communication differences. For instance, ‘even when female leaders
receive positive evaluations for their individual performance, group members fail
to generalize those expectations to future expectancies’ (Pearson, Turner and
Todd-Mancillas, 1991, p. 223). One response by feminist communication scholars
might be to try and establish an ‘objective’ communication standard - say, of
leadership - against which these perceptions can be measured for ‘bias’. I argue
instead that there can be no ‘objective’ standard to run ‘bias’ against, that there is
no ‘mis’-representation of communication differences. Rather, there is a range of
contested representations occurring in discursive contexts where values are
already in-built. An alternative approach is to look at how these values are
constructed: to see how ‘gender’ and ‘leadership’ are discursively related, for
instance. This approach could parallel work done in feminist science education,
where researchers concentrate on how gender and ‘being good at maths’ are
discursively related, rather than trying to ‘prove’ that ‘girls can do maths’
(Walkerdine, 1989; Weedon, 1987). Claims about what ‘women’ are good at tend
to loop back into fixing not only ‘the truth of women’s nature once and for all’
Weedon, 1997, p. 135), but also standards of ‘merit’ or ‘competency’. As Weedon
argues, feminist discourse is ‘trapped’ when we try to fix identities and values,
but political room to move opens up when instead we develop ‘an understanding
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of how discourses of... difference are mobilized, in a particular society, at a
particular moment’ (ibid.).

‘Representing communication differences’ is also an epistemological issue within
the regimes of knowledge in which we ourselves are implicated as scholars and
researchers. This framework allows us to carry out a denaturalizing critique of the
research on ‘gender and communication’ itself, looking at the ways that it
represents difference. For instance, I have referred above to the critical work done
on Deborah Tannen’s representation of gender difference in communication.
Similarly, psychologist Mary Crawford’s Talking difference treats the ‘gender and
communication’ literature as ‘an archive of cultural assumptions and self-
representational strategies, a resource that can be deconstructed’ (Crawford,
1995, p. 18). From this perspective we can ask: how do certain gendered
communication practices come to be seen as central? How are they represented
by scholars? What are the implications of the answers in terms of ‘denaturalizing’
or ‘re-naturalizing’ the gender system? This reflexive approach draws on the
epistemological implications of post-structuralism, and highlights the political
stakes of ‘gender and communication’ theory and research within specific models
of dominance and difference. For example: as a researcher I might decide to focus
on how it happens that when a woman communicates ‘assertively’ (as I see it),
she is represented by others in her workplace as ‘aggressive’ (Crawford (ibid.)
teases out some of these issues in terms of assertiveness and communication). I
am not interested here in setting up some kind of measuring instrument of
‘aggressiveness’ or ‘assertiveness’ in order to show that she is ‘not really’ or
‘really’ aggressive, but in the discursive processes by which this difference is
defined and valued by others. In Foucault’s terms this is ‘to analyse a discursive
formation’ by ‘weigh[ing] the “value” of statements’ (Foucault, 1972, p. 120).

5. Gender as performative

The concept of identity as ‘performative’ cannot be completely severed from that
of identity as representation: you could even see ‘performativity’ as a kind of
self-representation. I refer to ‘performativity’ in the sense that Butler sees gender
as performative. For her ‘the notion of [gender as] an abiding substance is a
fictive construction produced through the compulsory ordering of attributes into
coherent gender sequences’ (Butler, 1990, p. 24). Gender, then, as an effect of
discourse ‘is performatively produced and compelled by the regulatory practices
of gender coherence. Hence... gender proves to be performative - that is
constituting the identity it is purported to be’ (ibid., pp. 24-25). Her notion of
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performativity extends Foucault’s key proposition that discourses are ‘practices
that systematically form the objects of which they speak’ (Foucault, 1972, p. 49).
Butler’s notion of performative identity can be extended beyond gender to
theorise any identity as performative: occupational identities, for instance, as
well as ethnicities, nationalities, sexualities. The key idea here is of identity as not
what one is but what one does; it is derived from (repetitive) practices, not
essential qualities. The idea of gender as achieved rather than pre-given, of ‘doing
gender’, is not new in social constructionist readings of ‘gender and
communication’ (Cameron, 1995a; Crawford, 1995; West and Zimmerman, 1991).
I see Butler’s work as giving rigour and precision to the concept, and locating it
within the context of post-structuralist discourse theory.

As Jeffrey Nealon has pointed out in a review of Butler’s 1993 text, Bodies that
matter (Nealon, 1994), the ‘crucial distinction’ to be grasped in her work is that
between ‘performance’ and ‘performativity’. Nealon points out that ‘much of
Bodies is devoted to correcting or complicating certain (mis)readings of Gender
trouble, especially those readings that took it to be arguing for an understanding of
gender as performance’ (ibid.). In terms of the field of ‘gender and
communication’, I think this (mis)reading is as important as the distinction itself.
It points out that certain key issues of subjectivity, agency and discourse are
conflated or blurred in broadly ‘constructionist’ understandings of gender: what
Nealon calls ‘the platitudinous understanding that “everything is socially
constructed”’ (ibid). Butler’s work calls for delicacy and specificity in re-thinking
what ‘construction’ is and how it works. In pointing out that ‘the reduction of
performativity to performance would be a mistake’, (1993, p. 234), Butler
distinguishes between a broadly interpretive approach and a post-structuralist

one.

Butler’s work on performativity draws on Derrida (1978) and Sedgwick (1990) as
well as Foucault, and I do not make space here to discuss her theorisation in
detail, although Ibelieve it has much mileage for further work on gender and
communication. What is important to me here is the distinction between identity
as a performance and identity as performative. The metaphor of ‘performance’
evokes theatricality and artifice, as well as that of achievement or failure.
‘Performance’ can imply putting on the unreal, as in theatre, or enacting behaviour
to a certain standard, as in notions of competence. These metaphorical echoes do,
I think, inform Butler’s notion of the performative, but they break down to the
extent that they imply a split between the ‘real’ self and the ‘performance’, the
dancer and the dance, the subject and discursive practices. This split implies a
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kind of agency which allows the subject to choose whether and when to perform a
certain identity, and which identity to perform. As Butler puts it, if gender were a
performance ‘that could mean that I thought that one woke in the morning,
perused the closet or some more open space for the garment as of choice, donned
that gender for the day, and then restored the garment to its place at night’
(Butler, 1993, p. x ).

The concept of performativity makes it possible to take further the discussion of
agency in communication (raised in Chapter 2). Butler makes clear that
performativity - seen as signifying practices - also means that such practices can
be resignified, that change and alteration is part of the very process of
performativity. In Linda Nicholson’s words, Butler’s proposition is that:
‘discourse is the horizon of agency, but also, performativity is to be rethought as
resignification’ (Nicholson, 1995, p. 10). Nicholson provides a very useful critique
and gloss of this proposition, by pointing out that in itself it provides no way to
distinguish re-signification from repetition. As she points out, change does seem
to occur both historically and in the course of individual life narratives, and
feminist theory must account for this. She re-reads Butler’s account by pulling out
the distinction Butler makes between agency as ‘metaphysical’”’; and agency as
‘historical’: so that she highlights Butler’s proposal that questions should be
directed in terms of ‘“what are the concrete conditions under which agency
becomes possible?”” (Nicholson, p. 11). This question allows a distinction
between ‘performative acts which function as repetitions from which function as
transformations’ (ibid). There is not a single ‘metaphysical’ account of what
agency ‘is’, but many accounts of agency in given historical and cultural
circumstances. Nicholson also points out that other kinds of explanation of re-
signification may be offered. For me, the kind of post-structuralist developmental
theory outlined in Chapter 2 above gives a further account of ways that ‘personal’
agency is enabled by discourse. Nicholson’s point is that one universalised theory
of processes of development and change can never be enough. It seems to me that
‘gender and communication’ studies which emphasise the way that discourse
works in processes of interaction can provide some interesting answers to the
question: ‘What are the concrete conditions under which agency becomes
possible?’ (Nicholson, 1995, p. 11). I address this question in various ways in
Chapters 9 to 12.
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6. Changing the subject

I want now to relate the ideas of gender as representation and as performative to
current work on gender and communication. This literature (and that of
interpersonal and organisational communication more broadly) continues to be
based on traditional humanist models of the subject, drawn from mainstream
social sciences - social and cognitive psychology in particular. I argue in this thesis
that re-theorising the gendered subject of communication in post-structuralist
terms requires making the link between gender as ‘an effect of communication’,
and a post-structuralist psychology which proposes a re-worked model of the
self as constituted in discourse.

My extensive discussion above of the work of the Changing the subject group
(Henriques et al., 1984) is intended to explore the possibilities offered by a post-
structuralist psychology for a new post-structuralist perspective on gender and
communication. I work with aspects of this new psychology, and argue for its
importance as an areas of theoretical development in the future. In Chapter 2, I
introduced the distinction between sex-role theory and a post-structuralist view
of subjectivity. I now distinguish a post-structuralist approach to the subject of
communication from one which is based on sex-role theory. While feminist
communication scholars talk broadly about gender as ‘socially constructed’ in
communication, it is usually very unclear whether or how this process of
‘construction’ involves a re-thinking of the humanist subject and/or of the
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