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This paper is dedicated to the sudents in the Winter 2000
“Feminigt Organizations’ class, with the hope thet | have honoured
their voices and that they benefited from the dassas much as| did.

GENDER STREAM



Teaching a course on “Feminig Organizations’ reconnected me to my radica-
culturd feminigt roots, but, for my sudents this indgence on the tranformative
power of feminine vaues epitomized essentidism, and they rgected it. Moreover,
whereas “the persond is politicd” to me means “The problems | face as a woman
are due to patriarchy, not my persond inadegquacies” implying women as a group
need to work collectively to change the pariarchy, for my sudents “the persond
is paliticd” means “I <df-define as a feminig; feminism is a politicd Sance
therefore, any and dl of my actions have politicd import and sgnificance”
Young women's feminism has been shaped by the sense of entittement that comes
from the successes of second wave feminism and the backlash againg feminism
that those successes provoked. The leshian and gay rights movement,
multiculturdism and the predominance of postdructurdis andyses have meade
young feminigs consdious of the many ways in which women differ. All these
meke acting on a unified bass much more difficult than was true previoudy.
Young women's ambitions and agpirdions are individudly focused, sdf-defined
and <df-oriented. However, we know tha achieving their ambitions may be
frugtrated or stopped by the gendered nature of organizations. To what extent does
what we know about that aspect of organizations spesk to, reflect or anticipate
ther experience? | would argue that our paradigm of gender and organzation
does not sarve young women well, because, as it has deveoped, we have log
contact with some of its feminist roots.

Two years ago, after having taught in a management school for some thirty years (and having
taught a dass on gender in organizations for nearly 25 of those years), | became the Chair of the
Universty of Albertds Women's Studies Program. As pat of my responghilities as Chair, |
devdoped and taught a course on Feminig Organizations, an experience that was both
exhilardting and frugraing. The exhilaration and the frudraion were intertwined, and they ae
what led to this paper.

The subject metter of my course grows out of radicd-culturd feminism. It is this form of
feminism tha focuses on new ways of organizing, ways that grew out of consciousness rasng
groups. accepting femde vdues such as equdity and community, and rgecting mde vaues such
as hierarcchy and control through “power over” (see Crow, 2000). To my sudents, however, this
dress on the trandformative power of feminine vaues epitomized essentidiam, as did any and dl
of my datements that began “women ar¢’ or “women tend to be” and they reected it and them.
My suggestion that there are biologicd differences between men and women and that these
differences must have some impact was ds0 digmissed. When | asked why biology seemed to
maiter to me, but not to them, they agreed that they probably did not pay enough atention to
biology. They then immediady began a lengthy discusson of the right of the intersexed to be
rased with their ambiguous genitdia intact until they are old enough to decide for themsdves
whether or not they wished to have hormona and/or surgica trestment.

Despite, or because of, these differences, my sudents and | enjoyed the dass immensdy.
However, when the term was over, and | had the time to think in depth about what had transpired
in the dass, | found that one difference continued to bother me My sudents had frequently
commented, in passng, that “the persond is politicd” in a way that was puzzling to me. It was



not until near the end of the term that | fully grasped what they meant. To me, “the persond is
politica” meant, and 4ill means, “Persond  experiences have political causes, the problems |
face as a woman ae due to the patriarchd nature of society, not my persond inadequacies” To
my sudents, “the persond is palitica” means “I sdf-define as a feminig; feminiam is a politicd
gdance; therefore, any and dl of my actions have palitica import and significance.”

My definition of “the persond is pdliticd” implies the need for women as a (biologicd) group to
work collectivdly to change pariachd practicess wherees my dudents definition implies
individua, not collective, action. Consegquently, they were willing to accept an activity such as
women's body-building as feminig, while | saw it as women going the word of mde behaviour,
and, needless to say, not a dl feminig. Given this | fdt | needed to find out how and why this
change in the definition of “the persond is politicdl” came about. | therefore decided to read
some of the “third wave’ feminig writing, books such as Babaa Findlen's Listen Up: Voices
from the Next Feminist Generation (1995), Ledie Heywood and Jennifer Drakes (1997) Third
Wave Agenda: Being Feminist, Doing Feminism and Jennifer Baumgardner and Amy Richards
(20000 Manifesta: Young Women, Feminism, and the Future, books that my dudents
enthusiadtically endorsed.

As a result of my reading, while I can not and do not dam to spesk for young feminids, | do
fed | have a greater understanding of their feminiam(s). This understanding has led me to reflect
on the extent to which the ways we gpproach the study of the gendered naure of organizations
Speeks to, or responds to, my dudents experiences and feminism, and this paper is the result of
my reflections. It is reflections and questions, not answers.

To dat, my dudents interpretetion of “the persond is palitica” is not atypicd. For example, a
sdf-described “fat girl,” writing about her struggle to ded with her body image, says
Sometimes | fed my whole identity is wrapped up in my fa. When | am fully
conscious of my fat, it can't be used againg me. . . .The punk scene gives me tons
of support that | know | wouldn't get dsewhere. Within the punk scene, | am adle
to put out zines play mudc, do spokenrword performances that are intensely
persond to me. | fed redly drongly about keeping nothing secret. | can go back
to the old diché about the persond being paliticd, and no matter how trite it may
sound, it'strue” (Lamm, 1995; 93-94)

However, bdieving tha on€s actions have politicd ggnificance if one is sdf-defined as a
feminig creates dilemmeas

It was a long time before | would cdl mysdf a feminig, a long

time before | thought | was drong enough to deserve that name.

But | 4ill have doubts Can | cdl mysdf a feminig if | say mean

things about other girls even if they were mean to me firs? If |

don't dways explan mysdf, if | don’t correct everyone who cdls

agirl abitch? (Doza, 1995: 255).

The authors of Manifesta try to provide a solution when they commen:
Maybe you aen't sure you need feminiam, or you're not sure it
needs you. You're sexy, a walflower, you shop a Cdvin Klan,



you ae a day-at-home mom, a big Holywood producer, a
beautiful bride dl in white, an ex-wife rasng three kids or shave,
pluck, and wax. In redity, feminism wants you to be whoever you
are — but with a political consciousness. And vice versa you want
to be a feminig because you want to be exactly who you ae
(Baumgardner and Richards, 2000: 56-57)

But what isapoalitical constiousness? A young woman who is anorexic dates.

Reading feminigt literature. . . | digested the connection between a
netion of daving sHf-obsessed women and the continued success
of the pariachy. . . As young feminids we mus place
unconditional acceptance of our bodies & the top of our politica
agenda. We mug dam our bodies as our own to love and honor n
ther infinite shapes and szes. . . . We mugt chdlenge ourselves to
est and diges, ad dlow socety to cdl us too big We will
undersand their message to mean too powerful (Chernik, 1995:
80, 84).

Reading and thinking about these and other datements reinforced in my mind just how different
the world in which young feminigs have come to feminism is from the world in which | came to
feminism. Ther feminism has devdoped in a world of, among other things technologica
change, the Internet, globaization, organizetiond downgzing, and AIDS. The lesbian and gay
rignts movement, multiculturdism and the predominance of pod-dructurdist andyses have
mede young feminigs constious of the many ways in which women differ. Mogt importarnt,
young women's feminism has been shaped by both the sense of entitlement that the successes of
second wave feminism have enabled them to have and the backlash againg feminism that those
vay auccesses have provoked (incduding critiques of feminism by women who define
themsdves asfeminis).

All these factors make finding and acting on a unified bass much more difficult than was true
previoudy. Heywood and Drake (1997: 4) ague that young women ae atempting to privatey
consolidate the public gans of second wae feminism in this context of complexity and
contradiction. They further argue that third wave feminism contains dements of the second wave
critique of sexud abuse, beauty culture and power dructures, but & the same time makes use of
the defining power, danger and pleasure of those dructures. Key dtes of this sruggle are sexud
politicsand culturd production.

One illugration of this is “Girlies” who ae reacting to what they peceve to be the
“attifeminine [and] antijoy emphass’ of second wave feminism (Baumgardner and Richards,
2000: 80). Girlie assumes that women are not dupes of the patriarcchy. Ingtead, Girlie assumes
that cultural and socid forces (such as the portraya of women as sex objects, the dress on beauty
and fashion, and even pornogrgphy) that were once used againg women can be used by women
(Baumgardner and Richards, 2000: 141). Accepting and, indeed, reveling in the <erectypicd
feminine is thus an indication of confidence in both onés sdf and ones culture. Conssquently,
usng mekeup, for example can be “sexy, campy, ironic or Imply decording oursdves without



the loaded issues’ of agpparently yidding to the influence of the market place and mde gaze
(Baumgardner and Richards, 2000: 136).

While these young feminiss cdeorate traditiond femininity, others define themsdves as
feming and mde-identified. They enjoy “beng one of the guys” paticpae in masculine
culture, or have a campy gay-boy identification: “If 1 want to wear makeup or if | want to dress
up femme, I'm being like a gay man in drag, rather than identifying with a traditiond, feminine
cdture’ (Cox, Johnson, Newitz and Senddl, 1997. 180-181). In this context, femde body-
building is a feminig act. It is a 9gn of confidence in on€'s ability to pick and choose from a
multitude of options as to wha to do with one€'s gopearance and body. Biology may not matter,
but the body is of inordinae interex — as text, to be shgped, condructed, reshgped and
recongtructedt. And that shaping, constructing, restgping and recongtructing is seen as feminigt
activiam.

However, this activiam is “condraned agency” (Bhavneni, Kent and Twine, 1998. 576), in that
young women ae not agents with totd or absolute free will. Although they may represent
themsdves, and be represented by others, in ways that do not rely on a portrayd of women as
vulnerable, their agency is Hill condrained by such limits as age, dass, ethnicity and so on. The
successes of second wave feminiam have dlowed many young women to grow up with the
confidence that they “can do anything,” only to discover that they can be stopped:

| assumed that | should be treated equdly to and taken as serioudy

as avy boy. In fact, | was s0 convinced of this that the redity of

gender inequities took years for me to swalow. Being treated as an

individud seemed like an obvious right of birth to me (Lennon,

1995; 124-125)

When they are dopped, the experience is “disgppointing, humiliating, shocking. It can take away
your bresth, your hope your fath in yoursf, your fath in the world” (Findlen, 1995: xvi). It is
when they are stopped that they learn they need feminism because “feminism is what helps us
make sense of the unfamess by afirming that it's aout political injudice, not persond falure’
(Findlen, 1995: xvi). In other words, they learn they need to understand tha “the persond is
politica.”

The need to undergtand that “the persond is paliticd” will be paticulally strong when they enter
the world of (I hope) full-time, pemanent paid employment. In my experience, sudents (in both
women's dudies and management programs) are naive about this world: the discriminatory or
oppressive experiences that they might suffer in ther part-time jobs are dismissed as occurring
because the jobs are parttime, and in the bdief tha “things will be different” when they have
permanent jobs They adso bdieve themsdves to have control over, and responshility for, what
happens to them, and they will be encountering organizetions that ae only too willing to
encourage this belief, ablief that these organizations themsdlves know isfadse.

Many current motivationad practices (eg., encouraging autonomy and empowerment) are based
on expectancy theory, which focuses on the processes through which individuds make decisons
about the extent to which they can achieve given leves of work peformance, and whether or not

' My thanksto Lise Gotdl for thisingight.



that performance levd will lead to outcomes thet they desre In Porter and Lawler’s verson of
expectancy theory, one of the determinants of peoples expectation that they can achieve a given
level of work performance is ther role perceptions, which are the types of effort believed to be
necessary for effective job performance. In actudity, these role perceptions are individud traits,
specificdly "forceful, imaginative, independent, sdf-confident, decisve, cooperdive, adaptable,
catious, agreegble [and] tactful" (Porter & Lawler, 1968. 105). The rewads for effective
performance that will be satisfying, vdued and hence lead to greater future effort are based on a
modification of Madow's (1943) needs hierarchy. For example, the predige of on€s postion
satidfies the need for esteem, being given the opportunity to participate in setting gods sdtidfies
the need for autonomy, and being given the opportunity for persond growth and deveopment
satigfies the need for self-actudization (Porter and Lawler, 1968: 191).

Expectancy theory thus defines work effort as persond traits (such as sdf-confident and
imaginative) and work outcomes as attitudes and fedings (such as a sense of persond growth
and development). This dress on internd reections to externd redlities deflects an examination
of those extend redities and, more important, an examinaion of the actions that can be taken
to change them. Given this individuds can be encouraged to fed persond responshility for ther
caeers and discouraged from examining the organizationad structures and practices that affect
those careers.

This is paticulaly dgnificant for women because a focus on the issue of individud <Hf-
development occurs throughout the women in management literature. Although the advice that
folows from this focus is contradictory, sdf-devdopment is gill the ultimate key to career
success. Women do not achieve success, it is argued, because they view a career as a persond
god known only to the woman hersdf (Hennig and Jardim, 1977), or career success as a sense of
persond growth (Hardesty and Jacobs, 1987), rather than as movement up the organizationd
hierarchy. At the same time, however, the lessons from Breaking the Glass Ceiling stress
persond devdopment: the aspiring woman manager mudt, for example, learn the ropes and teke
control of her career (Morrison et d, 1987: 75, 85).

However, even when organizationd factors are conddered, women can dill be hed responshble
for their success or falure to the extent that these other factors are seen as a matter of individud
reections and interpretetions. For example, one organizationd or dStuationd factor that can or
does hinder women's advancement is ther (mae) coworkers discriminatory attitudes.  While
acknowledging this factor can lead to a recognition thet the organization needs training programs
for the coworkers, it can dso lead to advice to women on how to cope with these discriminatory
reections.  Once she recognizes that her gender, not her job performance, determines how others
respond to her, she is then supposedly able to handle the Studion. Furthermore, if she is aile to
manege or change these reections, she then becomes the change agent, and the organization does
not need to provide training programs for the discriminaory co-workers.  If their attitudes
perdd, it is her regpongbility. A dress on individud perceptions of an organizationd Stugion
impliesindividud, not organizationd, responghility for thet Stuation.

And wha happens when, rgoicng in ther femininity, Girlies “carying Hdlo Kitty lunch boxes
dugt off the Le Sportssc from junior high and fill them with black lipstick and green nal polish
and campy pakles’ (Baumgardner and Richards, 2000: 136) and arive a the office? While



they are familiar with sexud aggressveness, what happens when that aggressveness is backed
up by organizationd power? Brewis and Lingead (2000: 89-91) have pointed out thet, while the
traditiond sexua harassment discourse (powerful mae harasser, powerless femde victim) may
cause women to fed they can not fight back, the “powe” feminigt podtion (that women are the
primary recipients, but not necessarily the victims, of sexud harassment) is dso problemdtic. In
the later discourse, women are held responsble for both their own behaviour and the behaviour
of the harasser: if the woman does not respond in a way that causes the harassment to stop, then
sheis accountable if it continues.

| think the reasons for my concern aout what will hgppen to young feminiss when they enter
the world of pemanent pad employment is dear: ther sense that they are cregting politicd
changes through their individud, sdf-defined acts will be renforced by organizations that will
encourage them to think jugt thet, in full knowledge that such actions do not have any effect on
the organization.

At the same time however, young femnids know that some sort of unified political action is
necessary, dnce, as ancther Women's Studies sudent said to me “How do you meke a politicd
daement as an individud? What they struggle with is how to achieve unified political action,
gven that what will be necessary is codition palitics, a feminis movement defined by difference
(Heywood and Drake, 1997: 9). The authors of Manifesta argue tha, snce the first two waves of
feminism had dear politicd gods the third wave needs politicd goas as well, and wrote ther
book to encourage this activiam. Ther 13-point agenda incudes issues such as reproductive
freedom, the double sandard in sex and sexud hedth, paticipation in dl pats of the military for
women who want this adolescents right to be free from harassment and bullying, and so on.
Wha they want in the workplaceis:

To meke the workplace responsve to an individud’s wants, needs

and tdents This indudes vduing (mondaily) day-at-home

paents ading employees who want to spend more time with

family and ocontinue to work, egudizng pay for jobs of

comparable worth, enacting a minimum wage that would bring a

ful-ime worker with two children over the povety ling and

providing employee benefits for fredance and part-time workers.

(Baumgardner and Richards, 2000: 280).

But how is this different from the second wave agenda? | do not quote this to be criticd of ther
agenda. Rather, | quote it to illusrae my concern that, dthough we may have given young
feminigs sophidicated andyticd tools to underdand their gStuation, we do not seem to have
given them any practica toolsto ded with it. What might those practicd tools be?

One todl is knowledge of past and present feminist organizations, as examples of how coditions
could be created and mantaned. But what knowledge should we focus on? In my “Feminist
Organizations’ cdlass the framework | used was Matin's (1990) atide on “Rethinking Feminigt
Organizations” Matin discusses ten dimendons on which feminig organizations can differ,
dimengons “that can be used to frame comparative research” (1990: 183) on these organizations.
These ten dimensons ae feminig ideology (the rationde for the organization's exisence),
feminig vdues (its normdive preferences), feminig gods (its action agendas), feminig



outcomes (the consequences of its actions for its members, women and society), founding
crcumgances (the reaionship of its founding date to the women's movement), dructure (its
intended internd  arangements regarding the digribution of power and decison-making),
practices (wha actudly occurs regarding the didribution of power and decison-making),
members and membership (Who can bdong and the regulations of beonging), scope and scde
(locd versus naiond, and membership numbers), and externd rddions (the nature of its ties to
entities beyond its boundaries). She then suggests that an organization is feminig if it meets any
one of the firg five citeia (feminig ideology, feminig vaues feminid gods feminig
outcomes, or was founded during the women's movement as pat of the women's movement),
and further suggests that an organization with, for example, only one of these characteridtics is
no less feminig than an organization with al five of them. Findly, she dresses that “a particular
internd  dructure is not a defining characteristic of feminid organization (Martin, 1990: 188,
itdicsin origind).

My sudents and | druggled with Martin's dimensons and criteria throughout the term, in part
because, dthough we accepted the firgt four criteria she named (feminist ideology, vaues, gods
and outcomes), we had difficulties with actudly applying them. For example, her description of
feminig ideology indudes the quedions “Does the organization officidly endorse feminig
bdiefs associaed with the women's movement? Does the organization unofficidly endorse
feminis bdiefs?” (Matin, 1990: 188, itdics in origind). Can an organization that does not
identify itsdf as feminig be feminit? We had a number of guest speskers (sdected and invited
by the dudents) who added to our confuson. When we asked “Is your organization a feminigt
organizaion? the dected presdent of a volunteer organization that promotes the use of
mdwives sad “Yes but we don't identify oursdves that way because it would scare off some
people” the owner of a wholesdle hedth food didribution company sad “Yes, because | operate
it according to feminig princples” and the owner of our locd feminid, gay and lesbian
bookstore said “No, because | am the owner and afeminist organization is a collective.”

Furthermore, we were not a al sure we accepted Martin's contention that an organization's
internal Structures and practices are not relevant. Is an organization whose dructure and practices
empowers some of its gaff, but not others (see, for example, Morgen, 1997), or empowers its
daff but disempowers its dients (see, for example, Murray, 1988) a feminig organization? As
we druggled with these issues, my dudents and | were sure that there was such an entity as a
“feminis organization,” but as a group we were never adle to dearly define it, let done decide
what its characteristics were.

As | thought about this aspect of my course, | fdt not so much puzzled as guilty. We hed had a
wonderfully simulating discusson, but had my dass been anything more then that? Did they
redly leave with any indghts that they could put into practice? This year, | agan began the
course with Martin's (1990) “Rethinking Feminig Organizetions’ (and we again druggled with
the same issues) but ended it with her “Feminig Practice in Organizations Implications for
Management” (Martin, 1993). Feminid management practices, according to Matin, ae (1)
“asking the woman quedtion” to expose the gender bias in supposadly gender-neutrd norms,
vaues, ec,; (2) udng feminig practicd ressoning to chdlenge the dam of universd rules that
aoply to everyone (3) udng constiousnesstadng to rdae persord experience to generd
princdple and gened princple to persond  experience (4) promoting community  and



cooperdion and de-empheszing daus differences and winning and logng;, (5) promoting
democracy and paticipation, through, for example shaing information and resources, (6)
promating subordinate empowerment because, in a pogtion of authority, one is obligated to do
0; (7) promoting nurturance and caring by recognizing that employees have multiple obligations
and hdping them to ded with those obligaions and (8) driving for trandformationd outcomes
for women both individudly and collectivdy, as wel as for men and the corporaion (Martin,
1993, pp. 283-289).

| would argue tha Matin's fird, second and eghth points (asking the woman quedtion; using
feminies practicd ressoning;  driving  for  trandormationd  outcomes) ae a feminig
consciousness, while her third, fourth, fifth, Sxth and seventh points (consciousness-rasng;
promoting community; promoting patidpation; promoting  empowerment;  promating  nurtrance)
ae feminig practice spedficdly radicd-culturd  feminis  practice  However, promoting
cooperaion, paticipation, empowerment and nurturance are aso characteridics of the femde
leadership style (see, for example, Roserer, 1990). | hear my dudents voices “Essentidism!”
But perhaps what we need is essentidism, or, at the very least, areturn to our roots.
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