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Synopsis

One of the platforms of Australian feminist activism through the 1970s was the demand for gender equity in the workplace.  Contemporary research shows that after more than three decades of legislation and other measures designed to address the feminist demand, true gender equity still has not been achieved.  This study argues that one of the reasons for the apparent failure of years of reparatory mechanisms and research intended to rectify workplace gender inequity, is due to some of the approaches used in workplace related study.  My research shows that there is a lack of acknowledgement of the impacts of wider cultural norms and assumptions upon gendered behaviour within cultural institutions such as the workplace.  This thesis uses critical cultural theory to analyse the social practices of myth, ideology, hegemony and how these processes operate within the discourse of Australian national identity and social institutions including the workplace.  This thesis concludes that the workplace is structured around the hegemonically maintained, sociocultural construction of the “ideal worker”, and that future mechanisms and research aimed at attaining workplace equity must take this particular social actor into account in order for the feminist demands for equity to realised.

In this report, I have chosen to focus on the Striking the Balance discussion paper, not for the purposes of direct criticism, but in order to argue that established approaches designed to analyse and rectify issues of workplace equity can only be enhanced by the acknowledgement and exposure of culturally inscribed, hegemonically maintained subjective practices.  (See page 65)

The major points of my report are outlined below;

· The movement toward gender equity in Australian workplaces has stalled, with conditions for women similar to those they experienced over thirty years ago.  (See page 3)  

· Research shows that some of the reasons lie in the methods of analysis and practices used to study such phenomena.  (See page 8)
· Industrial relations study has been challenged for not embracing critical cultural theory as a means of opening up workplace study to alternative perspectives and solutions.  (See page 21) 

· Cultural analysis of myths and ideologies of Australian national identity shows that the idea of “Australianness” is founded on a particular, privileged construction of masculinity, against which valued citizenship is judged.  This situation leads to a construction of a rightful public Australian who is male.  (See Chapter 2, pages 39-44) 

· This national icon contributes to the notion of an ideal worker around whom the workplace as an institution is constructed, and from whom stems gendered stereotyping that keeps the workplace hegemonically maintained as a masculine space.  (see Chapter 2 section 2.4)
· The ideal worker is “care-less” worker whose right to work is privileged over those with caring responsibilities. (see page 47)
· Workplace measures designed to address inequity, particularly those currently looking at rectifying Barbara Pocock’s ‘work/life collision’ are usurped by the power of the ideal worker construction and its pervasion through workplace culture.  (See page 10)
· The hegemony of the ideal worker is so naturalised in the discourse of work that its assumptions infiltrate the discussion of equity issues. (See pages 68-73)
· The ideal worker must be unpacked and his wider cultural roots made visible for true workplace equity, such as that sought by Striking the Balance, to be achieved. (See pages 74-end)
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Introduction

The creation of nations has been traditionally seen as men’s business.  In the fomenting of revolutions, the forging of new political orders and the fashioning of national identities, men have positioned themselves as the main players.  (Grimshaw et al 1994, p 1)  

The opening lines of Creating a Nation (Grimshaw et al 1994, p 1) are a statement of the authors’ intention to challenge the patriarchal dominance of the ‘national generation’ of what is understood by “Australia”, as a history, a culture and a society.  The project can be seen as one that seeks to restore the agency of ‘major actors’ marginalised from the process of defining those qualities valued as intrinsic to our national identity (Grimshaw et al p 1). Through this endeavour, the writers of Creating a Nation were attempting to fulfil the feminist project that sought for the recuperation of the feminine into the criteria of valued citizenship, a project that was symbolised from its onset by the demands for equal rights with men.  

In March 1965, two Australian women played their own small part in this project, ‘took a dog chain and very large padlock’ (Lake 1999, p 214)  and chained themselves to the foot rail of a public bar in Brisbane’s Regatta Hotel after they were refused service.  One of the women, Merle Thornton, said that the protest was intended to draw attention to their demands to extend the agenda of equal rights that had been the platform for feminists for the previous thirty years and agitate for ‘equal educational opportunities for women, equal job opportunities and equal treatment in every direction’ (Lake 1999, p  217) .  

During the years following this protest, the movement dubbed “Women’s Liberation” gathered momentum, giving rise to politically important institutions such as the Women’s Electoral Lobby (WEL) established in 1972 (Curthoys 1997, p 16).  The WEL and other activist groups were instrumental in the creation of legislation designed to address gender inequity in Australian institutions, including the workplace.  Such measures were soon to become commonplace, with the ideals of gender equity appearing - at least on the surface - to have been accepted and absorbed into the everyday functioning of Australian society (Curthoys 1997, pp 16-8).  Parallel to these demands for social change, feminist theory began to develop as a discreet field of scholarship in a variety of disciplines in academic institutions.  This saw the study of women’s experiences, issues of gender inequity, and the power imbalances created by such inequities, become established fields of inquiry (Curthoys 1997, pp 18-9).  Legislative and policy driven equity measures, and their impact on both the workplace and workers, have been the focus of some of the myriad of studies centred on gender related issues (see Chapter 1 of this thesis).  In combination with other studies that document, interpret and critique gendered activity in the workplace, these studies form a significant body of research. 

  
However, despite rigorous attention by legislators and academics as well as activists, almost forty years after the ‘intemperate and brazen’ attempt to occupy ‘that men-only space’ (Lake 1999, p 215) of the Brisbane bar, the situation for contemporary working women in Australia is described as ‘grim’ (Summers 2003 p 3).  The Sex Discrimination Commissioner, Pru Goward, described the situation for Australian women in 2004:

  In Australia we still have a long way to go.  Gender pay equity seems to have stagnated, with Australian women earning 84.9 cents in the male dollar when comparing full-time earnings.  We still have high incidences of gendered violence and sexual assault.  Women are two and a half times more likely to live in poverty in old age than men and women in ‘high places’ are so few and far between we could probably name them all (Goward 2004, n page). 

These views suggest that the dreams of Thornton and her comrade, Ro Bognor, are now nothing but myths.  What women still face forty years after Thornton and Bognor staged their protest, are a full-time employment rate that is still the equivalent to that of thirty years ago; a gap between male and female earnings that has continued to widen; and career paths that remain stubbornly restricted in both diversity and height (Summers 2003, p 3). 

This dissertation is concerned with gender equity in Australian workplaces and the specific question of why, despite decades of policy, practice, and investigation designed to rectify inequities, true equality of opportunity still does not exist for women.  

It is the intention of this thesis to first scrutinise key contemporary research within the area of workplace relations studies to pinpoint possible gaps in the discussion of equity in the workplace that has progressed to this point.  Due to the large number of studies already completed in this field, I have chosen to limit the literature examined in this thesis to key studies of Australian workplaces.  The decision to examine selective works that engage a variety of institutions and institutional practices is prompted by my cultural studies based theoretical framework and an analysis based on myth, ideologies and their functions within culture.  This is a study of the workplace as one institution in its broader cultural context, of which all institutions are but parts (Schirato & Yell 2000, p 73).  

The focus of Chapter 1 will be a close analysis of the main themes that provide the basis of contemporary gender study in the workplace and will give particular scrutiny to the various approaches used and institutional locations of the case studies.  My discussion in Chapter 2 will follow a path suggested by the quotation with which this introduction began and explore the ramifications that a national identity created by and for men have for gender equity in the wider cultural sense.  This process will also involve a detailed examination of the myth of mateship, a narrative that is significant among the cultural components that formulate Australian identity.  In Chapter 3, I will apply the analysis gleaned from the preceding chapters to a document that relates directly to gendered experience of work, while exploring the way new rhetorical movements against the aims of feminism have hijacked the equity debate.  My aim in this project is to establish the usefulness of the tools of cultural studies based critical inquiry in the analysis of issues that impact upon the workplace and more specifically, issues of gender equity in the workplaces of contemporary Australia.  It is my intention to show that cultural studies applications can open up new and fertile avenues of inquiry that will offer alternative solutions to the problem of attaining gender equity, a problem that has yet to be resolved. 
Chapter 1

The discourse of gender in workplace study.

1.1 Contemporary areas of inquiry


The resurgence of women’s activism in the late 1960s, most commonly termed “women’s lib” or second wave feminism, produced a theoretical legacy that has been applied in many areas of western social research.  In Australian research from this period and continuing into the 21st Century, theories originating from feminist foundations provide the framework for a significant number of studies that analyse aspects of Australian workplaces.  Studies of gender and gender-differentiated experience are prolific amongst research concerned with the workplace and the majority of studies up until the last four or five years have been concerned with the lot of women (see for example, Kingston 1975, and Saunders & Evans 1992).  Recently there has been a shift in interest to men, with male experience, constructions of maleness, and “hegemonic masculinity” (this concept is discussed in greater detail below), providing the primary areas of focus within these studies (see for example, Carrigan, Connell & Lee 1985 and Connell 1995).  

Workplace research is varied in approach and can be separated and categorised in numerous ways, including an industry-based focus, implications of non-standard employment, the involvement of unions in gender equity issues, analysis of management and organisational practices.  Nevertheless, a commonality is apparent across much of the literature.  This distinct trend in contemporary gender related research is the consideration of the apparent failure of decades of gender activism and legislated measures such as Equal Employment Opportunity and Affirmative Action to improve the imbalances in the workplace.  These measures had provided the platform for activism in the 1970s.  That the breadth of these studies has widened to include the experiences of men and issues of masculinity suggests that the workplace experience has not improved for women and it is increasingly being recognised as an arena that is problematic for men.

The reality that the inequities still exist in the workplace is articulated by Anne Summers in the introduction to her 2003 publication, The End of Equality.  Summers argues that women’s proportionate participation in ‘full-time employment has not increased in thirty years’ (2003, p 3), part time work has increased, income is below subsistence levels and the gap between male and female earnings is widening.  Decades after the second wave of feminists again insisted that demands for equality be met, Summers writes of women who are ‘often worse off than [they] were in their mother’s time’ (2003, p 2).  The End of Equality is a critique of government policy and its impact upon women’s lives, describing the anomalies between working women’s realities and the rhetorical picture the government paints of a post-feminist utopia.  Summers argument highlights the return to an inequitable relationship for women within the workplace and within the social sphere and points to the  ‘fragility of the changes that were made’ in an environment underscored by the ‘entrenched ... ideological opposition to women’s equality’ (2003, p 263).  As we experience the current re-positioning of women in society, Summers’ arguments make brutally clear the reality that opposition to equality ‘has never been far from the surface’ (2003, p 263).  

It is this same issue that provides the focus for Louise Morley’s 2004 research, in which she observes that, despite ‘progressive legislation’ and ‘some equity gains’, the inequities apparent in higher education institutions ‘look strikingly similar’ to the past, in which women’s participation was limited to ‘care giving and service areas’ (2004, p 7).  Morley argues that the areas in which decisions are made and ‘power is exercised’ are still only accessed by a minority of women, leading her to question whether ‘universal patriarchal power’ will ever be denaturalised (2004, p 7).  

Anne Forrest approaches higher education from a different perspective in her analysis of the ‘academic orthodoxy’ (1993, p 1) that she sees within industrial relations study.  “Industrial relations” in this context refers to the interaction between ‘the institutions which play a role in determining the rules regulating the employment relationship’ (Keenoy & Kelly 2004, p 10), such as the courts, employer groups, trades union, arbitration tribunals and governments.  Forrest argues that the dominant analytical paradigm of the study of industrial relations is systems theory (1993, p 409).  This situation, she argues, maintains industrial relations theory within a framework conceptualised only around male experience (Forrest 1993, p 409).  Re-inforcing this view, Moira Rayner’s 2002 lecture (published as part of the fourth series of the Clare Burton Memorial Lectures, 2003) is concerned with the lack of real change in women’s political presence a century after suffrage was granted to all white Australian women.  Her theme is the successful woman politician and the idea that the way women ‘do politics’ (Rayner 2003, p 7) is mediated by the perception of women as they behave in the private sphere of family, relationships and home.

Other studies turn their focus away from the sociocultural construction of women and the feminine in the workplace to the gendered nature of the way employment itself is structured.  Studies have shown that part-time and casual work is highly gendered, and these and other “non-standard employment” arrangements have increased in their frequency since the mid 1990s (Markey et al 2002, p 129).  Ray Markey et al (2002), as well as Anne Junor (2000), follow this trend and each considers the gendered implications that the rise in flexible employment has for employee participation and activism.  Junor also considers the impact that the change in employment structures has had on employees’ abilities to balance the demands of the workplace with family life (2000, p 94).  The links between what has been categorised as women’s work and low wages is the focus of Raelene Frances’ (2000) historical study of arbitration and wage structuring throughout the 20th Century.  Frances’ evidence supports the argument that women were ‘excluded from … union hierarchies’ (2000, p 86) and were thus sidelined by the ideological manipulations that saw wages fixed according to the need for men to maintain their place in the workforce.  Carol Bacchi’s (2000) focus is also on the ideologically driven manipulation of legislative change.  However, her interest is firmly centred in the contemporary political environment, with analysis of the new regime of diversity, a discourse that appears to favour the economic rationalist aims of the current federal government over the needs of workers (Bacchi 2000, p 64).  

As can be seen from the sample of studies outlined thus far, the range of institutions that provide the backdrop for analyses of gender inequity in the workplace is broad.  Just as varied are the proffered reasons that research has given to explain the seemingly intractable gender inequities in the workplace.  The next section of this chapter will examine in more detail what these reasons are and evaluate the evidence given in the research to argue for their importance.

1.2 The issues facing workplace equity today

  The long tradition of segmenting the workforce by gender and the resultant wage disparity is scrutinised in Frances’ (2000) paper.  She documents a century of arbitration that has been used by powerful unions, male politicians, and employers to enable unequal pay to remain fixed through legislation (Frances 2000, p 84).  Frances demonstrates the legacy of the Harvester Judgement of 1907 through historical examples of arbitration decisions and argues that the Judgement’s articulation enabled the establishing of the notion of the “male breadwinner” in the discourse of valued work (2000, p 85).  The legislation that stemmed from the Judgement, Frances argues, is commensurate with the centring of men and men’s work in the culture of workplace organisation (2000, p 85).  An important consideration for the centralising of men in the discourse of work is the construction of the female caregiver role that is the regular dichotomous partner to the male breadwinner.  Together, these proscribed subject positions form a gendered separation that continues to have a radical impact in the current debate over the conflict between work and family (see in particular, Pocock 2003).  

The male breadwinner ideal is also implicated in Junor’s investigation of the increase in part-time work, especially female participation, as she outlines the prevalence of the rhetoric that figures women’s employment as a supplement to the household income that is assumed to be primarily the responsibility of the “man of the house” (2000, p 94).  By applying a conceptual framework rather than an empirical analysis, Junor’s aim is the evaluation of part-time work’s capacity to alleviate ‘the impact on family and social life of overloaded full-time jobs’ (2000, p 94).  She concludes that the highly gendered nature of part-time and casual workforce participation is a symptom of entrenched workplace discrimination rather than a positive alternative to the overloading demands of full-time work (Junor 2000, p 107).   Markey et al explain the situation further by linking the ‘highly feminised’ (2002, p 129) state of non-standard employment to its frequency in industries such as hospitality, personal care and retail, which have been traditionally regarded as female areas and areas that are recognised for their unstable hours and insecure tenure.  There are ramifications in the gendering of non-standard work for a cultural exploration beyond the workplace that considers the implicitness of a male right to tenure to the detriment of job security for women and what has been regarded as female work.  

Research that questions the relationship between disciplinary tradition and the results of analysis has highlighted problems that begin with the research process itself.  As outlined above, traditional industrial relations theory has been conceptualised as a ‘construction that keeps women and research into gender on the periphery’ (Hansen 2002, p 190).  Forrest’s analysis of industrial relations study suggests that the discipline is ‘out of touch…with academic discourse in the social sciences’ and, rather than incorporate gender relations as a power struggle into workplace analysis, industrial relations concerns itself with ‘men’s lives, their work and their unions’ (1993, p 409).  For Forrest this concern simply leads to the replication of the imbalances inherent in the workplace, into the discipline that forms its field of study, thus making industrial relations ‘quintessentially male territory’ (1993, p 409). 

Morley’s interest is in international educational policy and the disparity between the rapid global dissemination and acceptance of economic rationalist practices and the lack of global impact of gender equity programs (2004, pp 8-9).  The literature that does address gender equity in higher education institutions is limited to high-income countries, and Morley argues that the research is unanimous in its confirmation of the ‘difficulties at the policy, institutional, organisational and micropolitical level’ (2004, p 13) of implementing socially inclusive practices.  She highlights the ‘lack of intertextuality’ (Morley 2004, pp 12-13) between writing on gender and educational development which is primarily concerned with school students, and the discussions of higher education which tend to be more concerned with issues of access, financial need and its relevance to developing countries.  Morley’s (2004) research adds another dimension to that of Forrest (2003), suggesting that the narrow framework within industrial relations study is exacerbated by a general reticence across higher education institutions to satisfactorily address the needs of gender equity.  

 Lotte Hansen (2002) disagrees with Forrest (1993) and argues that gender research is now an accepted part of workplace study.  However, the status of such studies, Hansen concedes, is frequently tokenistic, and considered as contributing to the field of gender studies rather than theoretical progress within workplace study (2002, pp 191-2).  Barbara Pocock also critiques industrial relations as a discipline, concentrating on research practice and the tendency for researchers, if they have even ‘discover[ed] the terms women and gender’ (1997, p 2), to assume “gender” and “women” as meaning the same thing.  This creates a problematic approach to workplace issues that for Pocock ‘leads to an incomplete – indeed unbalanced and perhaps misleading – analysis’ (1997, p 382) that allows the category ‘men’ to maintain a privileged, normative position by remaining un-named and therefore invisible.  This significant argument of Pocock’s is extended in her more recent work The Work/Life Collision (2003) in which she considers the obstacles that Australians face in their attempt to balance home and work responsibilities, some of which have been created by the construction of the ideal worker stemming from this invisible, normative category.  

Other research takes an alternative perspective to issues arising from industrial relations analysis, arguing that those in a position to implement recommendations of workplace study are not interested in theoretical approaches that suggest alternatives to established managerial practices.  Silvia Gherardi (1994, p 592)  takes her criticism back to the influence of workplace processes upon organisational study. She suggests that organisational culture, and the research and practices that surround it, demands that any reform or new practice be founded in empiricist, scientific tradition rather than the conceptual framing that the ambiguous nature of gender requires to be considered effectively (Gherardi 1994, p 592).  As a solution to the problems highlighted by her critique, Gherardi proffers what she calls ‘the symbolic approach…the treatment of an organization as a cultural artefact’ and a method through which the ‘texture of organising’ (1994, p 592) is analysed rather than the results of an organisation’s activities.  It is only through this approach, Gherardi believes, that the pervasiveness of gender, the elusiveness of its definition and the ambiguity that gender creates by resisting order can be considered in its impact upon organisational culture (1994, p 593).

The significance of workplace culture is a theme taken up by Lucy Taksa (2000), whose recent paper is an attempt to improve the understanding of the relationship between communities, especially workplaces, and the workings of the Gramscian concept of hegemony.  Stuart Hall describes hegemony as the process by which: 

Particular social groups struggle … ideologically, to win the consent of other groups and achieve a kind of ascendancy in both thought and practice over them. (2000, p 48) 
Taksa (2000) complements work like Gherardi’s by showing how vital cultural theories such as hegemony are, in the struggle to render visible the unacknowledged powers that work to maintain privileged positions in institutions.  Taksa’s main argument is that the association of unity and harmony in the construction of the productive community is being utilised rhetorically in the workplace as a means to maintain traditional practices, and like Pocock, she emphasises the importance of constructions that sublimate individuals to a normative ideal that suits those who wish to maintain dominance (2000, pp 9-10).  

The cultural aspects of the workplace include the machinations within worker representation, and in 2000, Suzanne Franzway narrowed her focus on the consideration of political representation to an examination of the experience of women officials within the male dominated union movement.  Franzway’s interest lies in the way that these women negotiate with the demands of working within a ‘greedy institution’ whose notions of valuable ‘commitment, workload and emotional labour’ are based on assumptions of masculine norms (2000, p 258).  

Franzway (2000) analyses the experiences of senior women union officials in South Australia by comparing the women’s own views on commitment, workload and emotional labour with the dominant discourses of these values within the union institutions.  She argues that the dominant culture ‘of masculine heroics’ that is unconsciously perpetuated within the union movement is the strongest impediment to the ability of the union movement to satisfactorily meet the needs for equity in the workplace (Franzway 2000, p 264).  Franzway (2000) joins other researchers such as Pocock (1997), in arguing that issues relating to gender in the workplace have long been dismissed as merely women’s issues and not a concern for the normative, “real” occupants of the workplace: that is, the men who remain invisible.  

Despite criticisms of the way that workplace culture and the assumptions of its study have relegated gender issues to the sidelines alongside women, there has been little interest in the way a broader analysis of Australian cultural norms can inform workplace analysis.  The preceding analysis of existing research has shown that the large volume of study has, in the past, focussed on what happens in the workplace and how marginalising practices affect predominantly female workers.  But the questions as to why this is so have been limited to looking at the workplaces themselves.  This issue, among others, will be considered in the final section of this chapter.

1.3. The other side to the story and cultural implications

A critical issue highlighted by the research considered so far is the need to expose gendered assumptions.  Forrest criticises industrial relations for its deep commitment to ‘a gendered construction of women and women’s work’ that assumes ‘whatever else women are doing, they are women first and foremost and are driven by motivations uniquely female’ (1993, p 410).  Any study that considers women without comparatively analysing men has been challenged as incomplete and dangerously unbalanced, yet the dominant interpretation of the demands of feminist theory has been to make women the object of research and therefore assume that ‘gender has been dealt with’ (Pocock 1997, p 5).  

The confusion of “gender” with “female” is further complicated by the bias within organisational culture toward practices that rely on a scientific, often positivist, solution for apparent problems (Gherardi 1994, p 592).  Gherardi  argues that scientifically founded organisational practices are simply unable to provide the means to negotiate the ambiguities that the representational understanding of gender inherently presents; most importantly, because gender itself is a mutable construction whose meaning is ‘constantly deferred and negotiated in discourse’ (1994, p 592).  An example of the type of practice Gherardi critiques has been provided by Kathie Muir, who condemns unions in particular for assuming that women’s ‘difference’ from men is a deficiency that special treatment and assistance through training will overcome (1997a, p 177).  Muir’s argument is also a signpost to the problems that stem from any gendered approach that relies on sex differentiation.  

The majority of the studies considered above begin from a position that men and women “do” gender differently.   Franzway’s (2000) approach is typical of those that unquestioningly accept the notion that women “do” work differently to men, and proceed with their analysis without stopping to question whether this assumption of sexed performance is problematic, or where the assumptions originate.  The foundation of this type of approach has been criticised by Judy Wajcman who has argued that an analysis of ‘gender power relations in the workplace in terms of arguments based on sameness and difference is not particularly illuminating’; primarily because of the stereotypical conceptualisation of women’s differences (1999, p 158).  Qualities such as nurturing, caring and intuition, Wajcman argues, derive from ‘an idealized femininity’ that originated ‘from the historical subordination of women’ (1999, pp 159-60), and their emphasis only contributes to their subordination to the traits traditionally regarded as valued in the workplace - those attributed as masculine.  This argument contends that women do not share difference from men in any other way than a social construction, yet this subjection is the very basis for the power imbalance in the workplace and all other institutions in which a particular understanding of maleness is valued (Wajcman 1999, p 160).  
 The importance of the study of institutional culture and its powerful influences on the way we “perform” within it is emphasised by Carol Bacchi’s discourse analysis of the ‘shift from regulation to voluntarism’ characterised by the rhetorical move away from the concept of affirmative action through a new commitment to ‘the language of workplace diversity’ (2000, p 64).  Bacchi describes the 1998 review of the 1986 Affirmative Action (Equal Employment Opportunity for Women) Act as the beginning of the legislative movement to reduce the ‘regulatory force of affirmative action’ and enshrine the Howard government’s commitment to ‘free up competition and to reduce governmental oversight of business activities’ (2000, p 64).  The results of the review were legislated in a new Act called the Equal Opportunity for Women in the Workplace Act, which came into force in December 1999 (Bacchi 2000, p 65).  

By removing the previous Act’s requirement for union consultation in equity related issues and minimising employer compliance to the requirement to ‘take reasonably practical actions’ toward balancing discrimination and the promotion of equity, Bacchi argues that the new Act only serves to tie equity measures to the principles underlying the broader move to enterprise bargaining and Australian Workplace Agreements (AWAs) (2000, pp 65-6).  Belinda Probert agrees and also considers that the introduction of enterprise bargaining and its limited range of negotiable work conditions have allowed the undermining of gains made under award protection (2001, p 6).  Increasingly, the very nature of the bargaining system itself supports inequities; it favours the strong and ‘serves only the interests of those already in a strong position in the labour market’ (O'Donnell & Hall 1988,  p 39).  Therefore, those who have always benefited from their power in workplace negotiations, largely employers and those who fit closest the ideal worker around whom the workplace is structured, continue to enjoy their privileged status, buoyed by long held attitudes and hegemonically maintained myths that only serve to keep women in inequitable positions.  Co-incident with the rise in importance of the new workplace discourse of diversity and voluntarism is the recent phenomenon dubbed ‘postfeminism’.

In 2002, John Howard, Australia’s Prime Minister, said of working women:

We are in the post-feminist stage of the debate ... The good thing about this stage is that I think we have broken through some of the old stereotypes.  I find that for the under 30s women ... the feminist battle has been won ...  (Howard 2002, cited in, Summers  2003, p 21).

                                                                                                                                               In part, what Howard had to say is correct:  women in paid work and their entitlement to a career path is an ideal that is accepted and readily expected almost universally in Australia.  However, as Summers (2003) has argued, the ideal and the expectation are distanced from the reality for most women, particularly those with children, or those who want to have children.  For them, the choice is ‘whether to have a family or a career’, not whether or not to accept a promotion (Summers 2003, p 22).   This argument is taken up by Moira Rayner who criticises the assumption apparent in some second-wave activism that an increase in the number of women in positions of power and authoritative influence would be enough to rectify the gender inequities that have been a reality in Australian homes, workplaces and social lives since white settlement (2003, p 11).  Rayner denounces this view as a simplistic nominative demand that allows female participation in any sphere to become a reproduction of the inherent male values that already dominate that domain by only requiring a presence rather than cultural change (2003, p 11).  The ramifications that the post feminist debate (discussed in detail in Chapter 3) has for this discussion lie in the dilemma Summers (2003) has highlighted above, and in the fact that the inability of women to pursue both family and career is a situation that men in the workplace do not face.

Muir (1997a) argues for the status of cultural studies founded approaches to issues of the workplace.  Although the analysis of representative practices has long been deemed critical to the understanding of some political contexts, Muir believes that ‘the topic of “work” has rarely been addressed by researchers in the area of cultural studies’ (1997a, p 174).  And whilst issues of representation have been articulated as areas of concern for women who have experienced marginalisation, Muir contends that the considerations of image formation, subjectivity and representation in its cultural context are routinely disregarded in favour of workplace study founded on processes of industrial relations and the practical complexities of union hierarchy (1997a, p 173).  The result, Muir insists, is that those who are interested in cultural analysis and those who wish to call focus upon workplace inequities rarely, if ever, exchange knowledge and ideas (1997a, p 174).  

Muir (1997a) demonstrates the potential fruitfulness of a cultural studies framed approach through the analysis of media representations of powerful women.  Her research includes a case study of Jennie George, who, at the time of writing of Muir’s chapter, had just been elected as the first female president of the Australian Council of Trade Unions (ACTU) (1997a, p 182). George was chosen by Muir because her representation by the media was ‘a conspicuous example’ of the way female unionists, especially high ranking women like George, ‘are depicted as “different” from the norm’ (1997a, p 182).  The range of print media contrived representation moved from depiction of George as a ‘first lady’ styled ‘helpmate’ to then Prime Minister Keating, through the portrayal of an ultra feminine courtier blushing in ‘her susceptibility to the Prime Minister’s charm’, to the singlet and hard-hat wearing, muscled stereotype of the masculinized woman often used by unions to ‘deter potential women activists’ (Muir 1997a, pp 183-5).  

The contrast between the print media images and those of the televised media illustrate an interesting irony.  While the print images were predominantly of George alone, or flanked by powerful men such as Keating or ACTU secretary Bill Kelty, televised footage of the event featured George surrounded by ‘a huge group of women unionists and senior women from political parties and government organisations’ to whom she gave public acknowledgement for their support (Muir 1997a, p 184).  Muir argues that the print media’s portrayal of George’s success as an ‘individual triumph’ is in conflict with the notion of collectivism traditionally attributed to the union movement, while the televised images confirm that George’s election was celebrated by many women as the result of a worthy collective effort (1997a, pp 184-5).  This irony suggests that the underlying perception of the print media is that George was unusual in her success, different to the normative unionist, and, because she appears outside the typical, her triumph is not for the union movement to celebrate.  It is only for her.  

Muir argues that the print media is only reproducing stereotypic gendered representation privileged and disseminated by the union movement and concludes that the unions themselves propound an image of the normative worker as male and that the internal culture of the unionised workplace hegemonically maintains this construction (1997a, p 188).  The primary practice of this normative, masculine, hegemony is the treatment of anyone outside this creation as ‘a deficient version’ of the norm, an assumption that constricts all attempts at attaining equity to a narrow and seemingly fruitless process focussed on correcting that perceived lack (Muir 1997a, p 193).  

In the near decade since Muir’s (1997a) demonstration of the efficacy of the applications of cultural theory, research has begun to cross the borders she has enunciated and critical theories such as those concerned with discourse have been utilised to examine the workplace.  However, as the previous analysis of current research about workplace inequities has shown, the gender studies parameters favoured in themselves have limitations, and tend to focus on women’s experience in the workplace as women, not workers.  Furthermore, Anne Cranny-Francis reminds us that ‘patriarchal images of masculinity are just as oppressive to men’ (1992, p 74) as they are celebratory of a particular masculine ideal.  In a similar way, images of women that presume a particular type of man as an audience are not only used to inferiorly position women, they can be ‘oppressive and depowering for men’ (Cranny-Francis 1992, p 74) by denying anything but one stereotyped masculinity.   Some of the more recent research has taken up the challenge to this one-dimensional notion of gender by attacking directly the stereotyped masculinity around which the workplace, amongst many other institutions, has been styled.   


 Hegemonic masculinity is a term that acknowledges the existence of a dominant idea of valued maleness that shapes and conforms male behaviour.  The Australian author Robert Connell is a key theorist in the study of masculinities; hegemonic masculinity originated from work he and his colleagues published in the 1980s (Wetherell & Edley 1999, p 3).  Mark Donaldson describes hegemonic masculinity as being founded on a ‘bedrock’ of heterosexuality and homophobia (1993, p 645).  The concept relies on ‘the feminist insight that in general the relationship of men to women is oppressive’ (Donaldson 1993, p 645).  Donaldson argues that the work on men and masculinities, which had been published up until the writing of his paper, is consensual in the description of hegemonic masculinity as ‘a specific strategy for the subordination of women’ (1993, p 645).  

Although the concept of hegemonic masculinity has been utilised in workplace study, it is generally offered as a given, with little importance placed on the wider cultural practices that encourage such a hegemony into being.  Hegemonic masculinity is often applied from the perspective that it is only a phenomenon problematic for men, whereas the cultural assumptions that underpin the hegemonically vaunted ideal male subject all cultural participants regardless of sex or sexuality.  This is not to say that the concept of hegemonic masculinity offers nothing to the study of representation and subjectivity, however, it appears to be criticised from a similar viewpoint to that by which feminist critiques are challenged; the issues of gender and gendered subjection are only analysed from one facet of a multi-faceted category. 

Yet, the study of hegemonic masculinity does enable a valuable alternative view of the way gender is constructed from within its category.  In a scenario whereby like acknowledges and accepts like, David Leverenz  has argued that the ‘ideologies of masculinity function primarily “in relation to the gaze of male peers and male authority”’(in Murrie 2000, p 90).  Whereas the criteria for what is feminine and valued in femininity is established by all members of society, what is regarded most highly for membership in the male social order is controlled by those who are already members (Murrie 2000, p 90).  Implications of this way of thinking for the workplace include the denial of women, or those considered feminine, as authority figures or even worthy colleagues.  

Donna J. Haraway argues that social reality is ‘lived social relations’ (1991, p 149)constructed both from the real via lived experience, and political fiction constructed in the attempt to collect and categorise.  Haraway cites as an example the way that international women’s movements, in their project to construct ‘this crucial collective object’ have also constructed ‘women’s experience’ (1991, p 149).  The more recent movement that encompasses the analytic possibilities of hegemonic masculinity has succeeded in similarly aiding the creation of men’s experience; thereby exacerbating a situation in which the justification for a separation of political identities based on biological categorisation becomes possible.  In the same way that ‘there is nothing about being female that naturally binds women’ (Haraway 1991, p 155), there is nothing about being male that irrevocably binds all men into the one experiential category. 

Dale Bagshaw opened a conference in Adelaide in May 2004 with a discussion of dominant discourses, subjectivity, cultural context and the power of language, and the impact of these cultural phenomena upon the management of conflict within the workplace.  Bagshaw built upon Muir’s (1997a) consideration of worker identity formation inside the workplace and challenged the conference attendants to ‘identify dominant discourses in our workplaces which are currently influencing the wellbeing of workers and their families’ (2004, p 11).  In view of Muir’s (1997a) demonstration of the importance of cultural reflection and the analysis of the origins of stereotypes, it is prudent to query how we can challenge the inherent assumptions that place an idealised male at the centre of a discourse without nominating and unpacking that ideal.  Pocock has identified and named the ideal worker at the heart of Australian workplaces, and argues: 

Our use of the categories “women” and “men” will be all the more effective if done in ways that take account of feminist cautions about their use including their concealment of enormous diversity … their social rather than biological basis, and the fact that they are often marshalled for political use in specific contexts (1997, p 7). 

Pocock’s (1997) words highlight the problems that can arise when feminist approaches that target the patriarchal, construct a generalised enemy and fight a battle that demands an “us and them” polarity; any analysis of binary constructions that put all men against all women is problematic.  It allows the cloaking of a centralised notion such as the one that Pocock (2003) puts forward, of the ideal worker around whom all workplace practices seem to be formulated and against whom all Australian workers appear to be subjected and valued.  

Hegemonic masculinity addresses the dilemma in one form, in that it recognises the centrality of a type of masculinity that is more valued than others.  Nevertheless, the concept is also limited in that it is a study of masculinity, and no more an analysis of gender than those studies that seek to learn more of the experiences of women under the guise of gender study.  As Stephen Whitehead argues, hegemonic masculinity ‘goes little way towards revealing the complex patterns of inculcation and resistance which constitute everyday social interaction’ (1999, p 58).  More importantly, it is ‘unable to explain the variant identity meanings attached to the concept of masculinity’ (Whitehead 1999, p 58). I would add to this, that it also does nothing to explain where these identity meanings come from, nor why they work in the ways that they do in the broader cultural contexts of all of society, not just its male members.  What the limitations of hegemonic masculinity have exposed is the need to go beyond an analysis of how people are affected by gendered constructions, and unpack the forces that both create gendered identity and maintain those identities in places of privilege or marginalisation in our culture.  

The gender focussed research examined in this chapter illustrates how the long tradition of valuing maleness in the workplace has enabled the notion of an ideal worker to remain deeply submersed yet all-powerful in workplace culture.  What also becomes clear is that this practice has existed for so long that it is impossible to separate discursive constructions of the worker from wider cultural experience.  It is for this reason that this thesis takes up Muir’s (1997a) challenge and applies cultural studies principles to the analysis of the workplace as an unequal institution within the broader cultural context of the discourse of Australian identity.  

The ensuing discussion will build on Taksa’s argument (see page 15 of this thesis) that normative constructions sublimate individuals to an ideal that suits only those who wish to maintain dominance, and will expose the workplace as only one site of broader cultural discursive negotiations.  The research has also revealed a need to move outside the workplace and into Australian culture in order to unpack the norm that lies at the heart of Australian national identity and then reflect on its influence upon all workers.  To do this, the analysis will first establish a theoretical framework built from the tools of discourse theory with specific attention applied to the functions of ideology and the workings of hegemony.  This framework will be used as a means through which to assess the potency of the myth of mateship and its attendant ideologies within the dominant discourse of what is valued as Australian.  The established criteria will then be applied to the construction of the ideal worker, followed by a textual analysis of a discussion paper relating directly to current workplace issues.  The textual analysis will be directly informed by the findings of the preceding discussion of Australian identity, but it will be contextualised by taking into account the current rhetorical device of postfeminism.  

The research will attempt to answer several questions.  Who is the ideal worker and how pervasive is his or her presence within the workplace?  Is this a construction that can exist autonomously within the institutions of paid work, or is the notion informed by wider, culturally held beliefs?  And finally, how can the study of gender, equity and issues of the workplace benefit from the application of cultural studies critical theory?

Chapter 2

Myth and mateship in the discourse of ‘Australia’

2.1 Introduction

As I have argued in Chapter 1, aspects of gender studies and its pre-curser, feminist analysis have been taken up in varying degrees across multiple disciplines including industrial relations and management.  In a similar shift, the cultural studies’ interest in ideology, rhetoric and their influences upon power inequity has moved out into areas such as anthropology, psychology, history and sociology.  However, as the arguments of Muir and Bagshaw (see Chapter 1) have highlighted, cultural studies methods have yet to be utilised in any regular or effective way in studies of the workplace.  In the previous chapter, it was stated that one of the intentions of this thesis is to address the gap in workplace research that Muir and Bagshaw have identified.  Therefore, this chapter will commence with a discussion of the significance of cultural studies to this field of research and will progress to an examination of the importance of ideology and myth to the understanding of culture.  The analysis will then turn to a crucial myth in the discourse of Australian identity, the myth of mateship.  Finally, I will argue for the importance of this myth, and its attendant ideologies, to the construction and maintenance of Pocock’s ideal worker.   

2.2: Myth and ideology: we are who we know ourselves to be

Chris Barker describes cultural studies as the exploration of: 

 how we come to be the kinds of people we are, how we are produced as subjects, and how we identify with … descriptions of ourselves as male or female, black or white, young or old. (2000, p 12)  

Cultural studies is largely concerned with the processes and practices of meaning creation that enable us to identify our “selves” through the common understandings that we share as a group.  The primary mechanism for the dissemination of these social meanings is language (Barker, 2000 p 8).  In 1976, Raymond Williams wrote that the then developing field of cultural studies was valuable in its contributions of ‘studies of effects, of explicitly structured institutions, and of intellectual formations’ to the broader arena of social research (in, Barrett et al 1979, p 48).  Williams argued that studies focussed on the material implications of sign systems as ‘the radical elements of all cultural process’ were more valuable and relevant to humanities studies than the ‘specifically bourgeois uses of culture’ applied in the criticism of literature and art (Barrett et al 1979, p 12).  Barrett et al argue that Williams’ stance was intended to distance himself from ‘specialised literary studies’ (1979, p 13) in order to emphasise cultural studies’ ability to examine a much broader range of material.  However, Williams was also arguing for the benefits that the ‘centrality of the Marxist contribution’ could bring to the new discipline (Barrett et al 1979, p 13).  This contribution would enable a concentration on ideology and other representative practices such as sign systems and myth within the study of cultural artefacts, rather than the narrow boundaries that old style criticism placed on the studies of literature and art (Barrett et al 1979, pp 12-3).  Williams saw the potential in cultural studies to expose the ‘fundamental historicity of social life’, a potential that Barrett et al believe is realised in the study of language as the ‘historically situated site of the creation of subjectivity’ (1979, p 13).  

 The concept of subjectivity begins from the premise ‘that “the self” is a contingent social category’ created in the negotiation between knowledge, power, and the ‘historically variable definitions’ (Donald 1993, p 48) of normality and pathology that describe the current values of any society in a particular historical era. The importance of subjectivity to critical, ideological investigation is argued by Cranny-Francis when she writes of gendered subjectivity and the necessity of ‘sociohistorical context’ to the understanding of sexual identity (1992, p 74).  Cranny-Francis demonstrates the influence of social imprinting from an early age through the analysis of gender construction in fairy tales, a ‘common cultural capital of many Australians from a wide variety of cultural backgrounds’ (1992, p 75).  She describes these stories as a ‘powerful source of patriarchal training’ (Cranny-Francis 1992, pp 83-4) in repressive role modelling for both girls and boys. 

I would argue that they also prepare their audiences to accept uncritically the role modelling and subjective practices supported by the stories told in society through the myths of national identity.  Culturally important myths such as those that relate to national identity, and the ideologies that they carry, can be considered to be both meaning making representative practices as described by Barker (2000, p 8), and culturally generated products whose power operates in the relationship between ‘their material conditions of existence’ (Barrett et al 1979, p 10).  They work together to produce meanings and subjects.  Williams welcomed the new applications for analysis that cultural studies presented in 1976 as an antidote to the criticism that he saw as a limited theoretical framework, too narrowly focused on literature and art (Barrett et al 1979 p 48).  It is the discipline of literary criticism that has since generated a theoretical framework that has embraced the fundamental premises of cultural studies as described above by Barker, Cranny-Francis and Barrett et al. 

Over the last few decades, theoretical development in literary studies has given rise to an approach called cultural materialism that focuses on ideology.  Cultural materialism is a critical theoretical process through which cultural produce such as literature, film, advertising, websites, and policy, are scrutinised in order to uncover the ideological baggage that is embedded within.  At its most fundamental level, cultural materialism is interested in power.  Its proponents argue for the powerful effects literature, history and other cultural texts exert upon each other and look for the evidence of power struggles as they appear in these texts (Brannigan 1998, p 4).  Pivotal to the analytical framework of cultural materialism is the concept of social institutions, the sites of manipulation in the hegemonic battle for ideological supremacy in the cultural and political consciousness of community.  In this, cultural materialism shares with other theoretical approaches such as feminism, a foundation in the culturally directed theories stemming from Marxism.  

Contemporary Marxist theories claim that human consciousness is informed by ideologies, which are culturally supported belief systems that, by purporting to be “universal truths” serve to obscure the machinations of the powerful and those who seek to be so (Barker 2000, p 10).  Structural theorist, Louis Althusser (1994)  argued that ideologies are produced in social institutions such as religion, education, the family and culture, and that the struggle to control this ideological production is a struggle for dominance.  Ideologies in the Althusserian sense are discourses and narratives that exist in a culture and ‘try to convince their audiences that [the] values, ideas and activities’ (Schirato & Yell 2000, p 73)  produced by the controllers of the ideological production are “natural” to that culture.  Members of a cultural community are subjected to an identity based on how closely they conform to the values and normalities described by dominant ideologies, an identity that is broadcast from and confirmed by the messages of those who maintain dominance in the social institutions (Barker 2000, p 56).  

Over the last four decades, this notion that power, knowledge and cultural identity are intertwined has been analysed through the use of discourse theory: a means of uncovering power struggles by analysing the way that ideas, things, and people, are meaningfully spoken about within a cultural group (Hall 2002, p 72).  Discourse in this sense, rather than simply meaning connected speech or writing, relates to ‘the production of knowledge through language’ (Hall 2002, p 72).  The understanding of discourse as a cultural practice is largely reliant on the work of the influential French post-structuralist philosopher, Michel Foucault.  Like Althusser, Foucault’s work also scrutinised mechanisms of control, however, where Althusser’s ideas are centred on the sites of ideological production, Foucault’s focus turned to the structure of the power relations themselves and the ideological discourses used for control ‘in a given culture at a given time’ (McManus 1998, n page).  

Foucault’s usage of discourse is based on the assumption that the concept is not just a consideration of the way we speak about things, but also an exploration of ‘language and practice’ (Hall 2002 p 73).  This position is an attempt to dissolve the ‘traditional distinction’ between what is said and what is done, because, ‘[d]iscourse … constructs the topic’ (Hall 2002 p 73).  Discourse, then:

… defines and produces the objects of our  knowledge … governs the way … a topic can be meaningfully talked about and reasoned about … influences how ideas are put into practice … to regulate the conduct of others … [it] rules in ways of talking … and restricts other ways of talking … in relation to the topic or construction of knowledge about it. (Hall 2002, p 73) 
Therefore, because of the way discourse functions, it affects behaviour, thereby assisting the workings of ideology to “naturalise” some practices so efficiently that they become invisible.  Once invisible, the ideologies lie unchallenged and are able to be used even more effectively by those who wish to gain and maintain power.  It is this ideological blindfolding that lies at the centre of Antonio Gramsci’s theory of hegemony.

Defined by the discipline of cultural studies, hegemony is a cultural practice by which 

... a social class achieves a predominant influence and power, not by direct and overt means, but by succeeding in making its ideological view of society so pervasive that the subordinate classes unwittingly accept and participate in their own oppression (Abrams 1999, p 151).

Antonio Gramsci used the term “hegemony” to describe the way the dominant group in a cultural epoch uses both the ideological apparatus and its material, to maintain power (Hawkes 1996, p 117).  The most powerful impact of the hegemonic process is that it extracts consent rather than rely on force in the attainment of dominance (Joseph 2002, p 1).  One ideological function of hegemony that is crucial to the argument of this thesis is the way in which the practice is used to dominate the discourse of national identity.  It is within this debate, over what is important in public life and what is necessary for full citizenship in a society, that myth, particularly historically potent myth, plays an important role in carrying and disseminating the criteria by which citizenship is judged (Penley & Ross  1991 p 5).

Foucault’s theories of discourse encompass history as one of the many means of ideological regulation, with history functioning within a society in much the same way as memory does for an individual (Lowenthal 1985, p 213).  These ‘collective statements about the past’ (Lowenthal 1985, p 213)  help to conserve social identity by helping a group understand who and what they are and where they have come from.  The importance of theses narratives and their manifestation as societal myths has long been recognised in literary criticism.  Myth retains its importance to the study of literature and other cultural texts through the applications of cultural materialism.

  We structure our understanding of the world by knowing and telling particular stories, or myths, that a cultural group holds to be commonly understood (Vickery 1996, p 287).  In order to live within and be recognised as a member of a culture or a society, it is necessary to be culturally literate, or to acknowledge the importance of these stories that shape the human world as it is lived (Vickery 1996, p 287).  It is a facet of western culture that history and historically based narratives have been employed in functions other than to simply recount “what happened”; for example, in the promotion of national sentiment, the furthering of religious causes, or even to support revolutionary activity (Lowenthal 1985, p 235).  Myths are some of the stories that fulfil this function.  

The next section will more fully analyse myth within the context of Australian national identity formation, by unpacking the origins and significance of the myth of the ANZAC and the rhetorical functions of the ideology of mateship.

2.3: ANZACs and mateship and the Australian way

In his work The Nature of Greek Myths (1974), G.S. Kirk writes of ‘an expert on Nordic myths’ who argued that mythology ‘is the comment of the men of one particular age ... on the mysteries of human existence’ (Kirk 1974, p 17).  However, he notes, such comment extends beyond an attempt to explain, and also provides ‘a model for social behaviour’ (Kirk 1974, p 17).  Kirk concludes his chapter with his summation that myths, whilst being ‘good stories’, also bear ‘important messages about life...and life-within-society in particular’ (Kirk 1974, p 17).  This argument can be seen to accord myth the task of communicating and instructing cultural values, a status that leads Roland Barthes to assert: ‘myth is a language’ (1979, p 11).  The implication of Barthes’ assertion is that ‘myth is a language’ that functions ‘to render society intelligible for the author and the reader’ of a text, or the members of a cultural group (Edwards 2003, p 19).  However, for myth to continue to perform this function it needs to ‘be told’, it has to be part of everyday life (Levi-Strauss 1972/2003 , p 3). It is this demand of myth that makes its properties far ‘more complex than those of language’ because it is not just a communication device, it is a means of explaining and regulating moral and social order (Vickery, 1996 p 290).

The meaning of myth in western culture has evolved over centuries.  Its earliest meanings were all related to the idea of the fabulous or that which was deemed impossible to be true (Williams 1976, p 176).  Anthropological interest in myths of origin and rituals as a means by which societies actively organise has led to deeper understanding of myth as something fundamental to a cultural group, with shifting emphases over time (Williams 1976, p 77).  The emphasis of myths is directly related to the purposes of myths within cultures or societies, more commonly referred to as their function.  Northrop Frye is one theorist who writes on myth’s social function, delineating specificities of particular myths, including what he dubs ‘a myth of concern’ (1971, p 36).  Frye considers that a myth of concern ‘exists to hold society together’, providing a space within which ‘truth and reality ... are socially established’ without a connection with ‘reasoning or evidence’ (Frye 1971, p 36).  

Some of the most powerful binders of a society are those myths that define how a nation knows one of its own.  Myths of national identity that describe valued traits and behaviours fulfil this role and perform as Frye’s ‘myths of concern’.  National myths can be described as stories by which ‘people explain society to one another’ (Edwards 2003, p 15), and they do this by carrying ideologies that outline what is and is not a national characteristic (Ommundsen 2003, p 117).  Myths can therefore be seen as a packaging mechanism by which notions of belonging or exclusion are carried throughout a culture, thus performing not only an explanatory function, but behaving as a unifying mechanism as well.  

In her introduction to a series of essays about culture, social relations and meaning making practices, Margaret Wetherell writes, ‘[a]s we take on an ideology, we take on a position from which to speak’ (2002, p 286).  This occurs because ideologies not only ‘provide identities and positions for people’, they provide a means of excluding, or denying what a society does not regard as valuable, and a means of delineating those who are outside the boundaries drawn around valued societal membership (Wetherell 2002, p 286).  More importantly, by adopting an ideologically inscribed position, we accept a belief system, which comes with its own “ways of speaking”; we accept and ultimately ‘unreflexively and unconsciously’ participate in the way that power is structured within a particular discourse (Wetherell 2002, p 286).  

The ideologies carried by national myths in Australia are frequently used to denigrate certain types of behaviour as “un-Australian” by those who seek to gain political advantage by calling upon, for example, the ANZAC tradition and the notion of mateship.  Both of these are historically rooted narratives central to the construction of Australian identity, and both fulfil Frye’s criteria as ‘myths of concern’ (see above).  The ideological power of a myth of concern lies in its acceptance; belief in a myth of concern such as the myth of mateship is not only a statement of willingness to participate in its function, it shows agreement with its centrality in the formation of the dominant discourse of valued ‘Australianness’ (Edwards with Hart 2003, p 14).  
In 1957 Frye wrote: ‘In every age, the ruling social or intellectual class tends to project its ideals in some form of romance’ (1990, p 186).  A distinctive feature of the Romantic movement of the early nineteenth century was the celebration of particular human qualities over others and in many Romantic works can be found a celebration of simplicity and innocence in human nature, a cultural primitivism that eulogised the instinctive and passionate, qualities personified in philosopher Jean Jacques Rousseau’s “noble savage” (Hirsch 2002 n page). This typically peasant or working-class icon is ‘“naturally” intelligent, moral, and possessed of high dignity in thought and deed’, and is considered to have had a major influence on the construction of the hero of the “new world”, the American pioneer (Abrams 1999, p 244).  M H Abrams describes the American pioneer as: 

often represented as a new Adam who had cut free from the artifice and corruptions of European civilisation in order to resume a “natural” life of freedom, innocence, and simplicity. (1999, p 244)   

This pioneering hero shares similarities with the mythologised bushman of Australian settler legends whose own unique features are the result of engagement with the ruthlessness of drought, flood and bushfire thrown upon them by ‘the harshest continent on earth’ (Curthoys 2000, p 19).  A far more potent relative of this pioneering legend is the ‘radical nationalist legend’ of the itinerant worker, one that is far less embracing of differences in gender and class and a notion that penetrates both Australian historical understanding and contemporary identity (Curthoys 2000, p 20).

Wenche Ommundsen et al argue that the ‘conflation...of myth with legend, mystique, spirit, stereotype, national character’, is a distinctive feature of Australian cultural history (2003, p 116).  A classic example of this trait is the formation of the ANZAC myth from elements of masculine qualities already celebrated in the national psyche before the Gallipoli campaign.  “Mateship”, now a discursively dominant quality of rhetorical Australianness, had its origins sometime in the early 19th Century, however, it has been argued that the discursive and ideological use of the ideal began in earnest during the 1890s with the rise of the mass labour movement (Altman 1987, p 167).  One argument sees mateship’s origins in the realities of working lives of 1820s timber cutters and shepherds; isolated rural workers whose survival depended upon a reliable co-worker (Altman 1987, p 165).  

An alternate view suggests that the concept came from the writings of Alexander Harris, an Englishman who spent the years between 1825 and 1840 in Australia and wrote about ‘the exertions bushmen of new countries, especially mates, would make for one another’ (Altman 1987, p 165).  What does appear to have consensus is the notion that mateship was experienced between men in the middle stratum of society, with those of the lowest and highest social groups excluded (Altman 1987, p 165).  Therefore, from its earliest manifestations, mateship was the province of the working class, an important consideration for this thesis, and a tailor-made device for the rhetorical needs of the labour movements of the late 1880s and 1890s (Altman 1987, p 166).

During this time, mateship was central to rhetoric surrounding the call to solidarity and working class distinction of socialist campaigners such as William Lane and William Guthrie Spence (Grimshaw 1994a, pp 151-2).  However, the virtues of the working class man and his mates were not only used for the call to unionise, they provided a breadth of subject matter for populist writers such as Henry Lawson.  Jim Page believes that Lawson’s work was influential in ‘forming Australian culture’, doing much to establish the notion of mateship within the nations ‘self-consciousness’ (2002, p 193).  Lawson’s ideals of mateship were drawn from the legends of the bushman, a man he considered to be marked by ‘personal nobility’ rising to levels of heroism when adversity threatened and his comrades needed his help (Page 2002, p 193).  As Page points out, the propensity for Australians to hold “the bush” close to their hearts appears to go hand in hand with the ideals of mateship, a connection not missed by the self-defined bush poet Les Murray, who, in 1999, included “mateship” in the new ‘Preamble’ that Prime Minister John Howard wanted added to the Australian Constitution (2002, p 193).

The ‘brave, resourceful and democratic Australian fighting man’ of the labour movement was tailor-made for the ‘imperialist and nationalist’ ideologues of WWI, and it was the ANZAC tradition, forged at Gallipoli, that elevated mateship and all that it signified out of the working class ideology of the labour movement and into the heart of national identity (Altman 1987, p 169).  What is unique and important about the ANZAC tradition is that it ‘enshrined mateship as a crucial part of the Australian male’s identity’ (Ommundsen et al 2003, p 117).  An interesting perspective is thrown into the debate over Australian national identity by Ann Curthoys, who unpacks the concept of ‘the victimilogical narrative’ encapsulated in the “Aussie battler” rhetoric so favoured by politicians appealing to “the heartland” at election time (Curthoys 2000, p 16).  A connection between this narrative and the ANZAC legend is illustrated by the novelist D’Arcy Niland writing about the death of boxer Les Darcy in 1917.  Niland argues that the public mourning of Darcy was really a national articulation of grief for the ‘dead and ruined boys’ of Gallipoli and that both Darcy and the lamented ANZAC were valued for being battlers against the odds who: 

… did [their] best, came a cropper and didn’t whinge about it.  There’s something profound … in the Australian psyche that feels most love for the good loser.  That’s why Gallipoli means more to us than any victory. (Niland in Curthoys 2000, p 25)  

Contemporary literature, artworks and film are testament to the importance of this construction to Australia’s understanding of itself.  As a well analysed example, Peter Weir’s film Gallipoli, (1981), loosely based on the Turkish campaign in World War 1, brought the myth to the screen, not to address historical specificities, but, in Weir’s own words, to explore ‘an admiration for the type of man’ (Weir 1981, in Ommundsen et al 2003, p 121); the kind romanticised by the war correspondent C E W Bean in his writings on the Gallipoli campaign:

… the sort of man who would give away when his mates were trusting to his firmness ... to have the rest of his life haunted by the knowledge that he was set his soldier’s task and lacked the grit to carry it through-that was the prospect those men could not face ... life was not worth living unless they could be true to the idea of Australian manhood. (Bean 1938, in Ellis 2002, p 4) 
Amanda Lohrey (1982, p 29) has criticised this hero worship of Bean’s which Weir also transposes into his film as an ‘absurd ethos ... [a] bland, homogenised and morally simplistic notion of the Australian youth as the white man’s noble savage’, which did nothing in 1981 to challenge the stranglehold that the ANZAC myth appears to have had on notions of valued Australianness  (1982, p 29).  

What the ANZAC myth also helped to establish was the distinction between a particularly valued masculinity and all other gendered identities.  This distinction continues to have a profound influence on what is deemed worthy in the discourse of Australian national identity.  Women in the ANZAC myth, and in Gallipoli, are almost forgotten, and when they do appear, it is for pathos or as a reminder of their gender-imposed distance from the male at the centre of the national story.  The women in the ANZAC legend are the women who send the men off from the Australian docks, the women at home for whom the men will fight.  Alternatively, they are the foreign temptresses of Cairo as we see them in Gallipoli (1981), the antithesis of the wholesomely innocent Australian boys chosen by Peter Weir to tell the Australian story.  Lohrey argues that these women were deliberately crafted to display the ‘wrongness’ of female sexuality in the ‘specifically masculine story’ of ANZAC and war (Lohrey 1982, p 156).  The story of Australianness is a story firmly rooted in the notion of soldiering as interpreted by the ANZAC myth.  This story, with all that the ANZACs and mateship signify, is not a story for men outside the legend, nor is it a story for women.  

The next section of this chapter will examine the cultural, ideological, and discursive conditions that gave rise to the figure of the ‘ideal worker’ and consider the implications that this ideological construction has for gendered subjectivity in contemporary Australian workplace culture.

2.4: The rise of the ideal worker:  breadwinning and solidarity.

Pocock describes the “ideal worker” as a product of ‘unrenovated models of motherhood and fatherhood, and workplaces that still have at their centre [a worker] who is care-less’ (2003, p 1).  The ideologies that support the ideal worker are formulated by several assumptions outlined by Pocock.  According to these assumptions: 

Women should be carers, men breadwinners … Proper workers are full-time … Women do unpaid work … “Good” mothers care for children and are assumed dependant on men.  (Pocock 2003, p 41)
Based on these assumptions, Pocock argues, the institutions of and around work ‘protect the full-time worker’ by: marginalising part-time work, regulating wages around full-time breadwinner status, ignoring calls for formal care arrangements and ‘cement[ing] the worker/spouse carer at home’ through government policy (2003, p 41).  The interactions between ‘key cultures and institutions’ such as law, education and the family that frame workplaces, mean that the ideal worker is supported across culture through these actions, even though the traditional breadwinner model family is now a minority (Pocock 2003, pp 1-2).  Nevertheless, the ideal worker dominates our discourses of work and care, helping to maintain gendered separations that became entrenched during the period surrounding the Great Strikes of the 1890s.  
   
It is through the union movement that arose from the Depression and industrial unrest of the late 1890s that the concepts of solidarity and ‘brotherhood of all men’ (Murrie 2000, p 88) became entwined with the established values of mateship.  It was also during this period that the socialist utopian credo of “egalitarianism” was added to the mix, completing the list of values that are prized as “Australian” in 2005 (Murrie 2000, p 88).  The irony of the exclusivity of the early union movement is shown by the use of solidarity and mateship throughout the 1890s to exclude workplace competition in the form of women, children and non-European men from the labour market (Murrie 2000, p 89).  

As I have argued above, the mateship bond of the ANZAC heroes developed its ideological strength on a foundation built by the notions of egalitarian solidarity used by the union movement two decades previously.  Like the bushman and his soldier son, the “typical” Australian worker has an historically founded cultural origin, one that arguably precedes the bush hero origins of the ANZAC myth.  Richard Nile argues that two early historians, W K Hancock and Brian Fitzpatrick, ‘agree that Australia developed as a frontier of old world industrial capitalism’ (2000, p 286).  The establishment of a brickworks in 1788, began the development of ‘white Australia [as] a site of work’ (Nile 2000, p 287) and industry, fuelled by the labour force that had been secured with the transportation of convicts.  The brickworks, wharves and warehouses built in the first decade of English occupation lay claim to the identity of the Australian labourer well before ‘the bush or outback narratives’, and while the frontier is privileged as an icon of ‘Australian settler myth-making’ (Nile 2000, p 286), the colony’s industrial beginnings have been a significant contributor to the creation of the “man” at the centre of Australian identity. 

It was during the labour movement that rose out of the Depression in the 1890s that “mateship” became associated with the egalitarian solidarity that was a platform of the socialist activists.  The labour movement’s genesis was in the period before the economic crisis that adversely affected the employment and conditions of a workforce who had been enjoying the benefits of three decades of prosperity.  The period, known as the “Long Boom” was important not only because it marked the beginning of the trade union movement in Australia, but because it brought the concept of work and family into the discussion of  “Australianness” (Barnard 1986, p 397).  By the end of the 1880s, it was considered the average Australian man’s right to: own a home; have several children and a dependant wife; and access to secure, fairly waged employment (Grimshaw 1994a, p 162).  Michael Leach argues that the principle was inherited from British Chartism in which “independence” had a masculine meaning that was ‘defined by the ability to maintain dependants within the home’ (1997, p 72). This assumed right became intertwined with a particular idea of normative masculinity, and any threat to its conditions became rapidly regarded as an affront to manhood.  Leach calls this type of political expression ‘affective masculinism’, a term that refers to ‘direct appeals to masculine identity as a device for the political mobilisation of men’ (1997, p 66). 

The device proved effective.  Under the banner of working-class solidarity, bonded by the tenets of mateship proscribed by activists, the threat to wages and job security posed by the Depression of the 1890s was transformed into a threat to nationally enshrined masculinity.  Capitalism was seen as an emasculator, determined to rob men of their rights to a ‘living wage’ that would support the families it was also their “right” to have, and it was only through unionism and ‘under socialism that male workers could “retrieve their status as men”’ (Leach 1997, p 65).    Providing a raft for this rhetoric, the hegemonising project was in full production, and the Australian workplace was becoming indelibly marked as the sphere of ‘manly, true and white’ workers (Leach 1997 p 65); “workers” was a term becoming ideologically encoded with a privileged idea of maleness. 

In Chapter 1 of this thesis, the notion of the male breadwinner and his relationship to the ideal worker was briefly discussed (see pp 10-1).  A man’s right to wage, home and family that was connected in the socialist propaganda of the 1890s with virility, masculinity and “manly independence”, provided a potent legacy that still operates to support the inequities of contemporary Australian workplaces.  The male breadwinner may no longer be part of workplace legislation, however, the ideologies of the concept contribute to the culturally endemic notion of the ideal worker.  Today the ideological and cultural construction of this figure is hidden by the mirages of gender attention that see women workers as faulty men who only require fixing to participate as “real” workers (see Chapter I of this thesis).  However, the position of women in the discourse of work was transparent during the formation of the worker during the 1890s.

Images of women were not absent from the politics of the stakeholders in the industrial debates that followed the upheaval of the late 1890s; they existed as icons whom the men worked to support.  They appeared, or were made visible, as wives and mothers; in other words, as emblems of the families that, in producing, men used to prove their fraternity with manhood (Murrie 2000, p 82).   So powerful was the breadwinner ideology as a central and gendered assumption, that it became enshrined in legislation after Justice Higgins’ Harvester Judgement decision on the basic wage in 1907 (Murrie 2000, p 82).

  Higgins found that remuneration for workers be determined by what was needed for a man to cover ‘basic needs…for himself a wife and three children’ (Grimshaw 1994b, p 200).  Although the basic wage has not been an official factor in wage judgements for several decades, the notion that a man should provide financially for his family and its inverse argument that women should be at home caring for the children has never truly left public debate.  This strongly suggests that some of these assumptions sketched above still underpin a separation of roles along gendered lines in contemporary Australia.  In the same way that the codes of mateship tie men close to the centre of iconic Australianness, women and the feminine are tied to the responsibility for family and caring.

A snapshot of the contemporary situation reveals that the tradition of masculine dominance in the union movement has benefited from the legacy of the early protagonists.  Muir finds unionists and their actions still represented in strongly gendered terms that ‘confirm unionism as a masculine practice’ (1997b, p 7).  Just as cultural practices have created an ideal worker, there exists an ideal unionist, and Muir argues that women’s inappropriateness to the ideal unionist criteria is either ‘highlighted through a narrow range of stereotypes’, covered with ‘the status of honorary blokes’, or exposed through the ‘trope of woman as treacherous seducer’ (1997b, p 7).  The discourse of gender in unions still represents women as illegitimate workers, and negotiates these stereotypes in order to attempt to maintain the masculine dominance.  How then do women and men outside the valued circle negotiate with the ideal worker?

Motherhood, and its attendant responsibilities of caring, has been named  as ‘the true and only reason for gender differences’ (Poggio 2003, p 13) in the workplace.  Barbara Poggio argues that the only way women can ‘obtain legitimation within organisations and compete’ (2003, p 13) for careers is by repudiating or sublimating their maternity.  That is, by transforming themselves into ideal workers.  Another approach used is the treatment of women’s “incursion” into the workplace as temporary.  This has been achieved by treating women’s employment, especially partnered women, as supplementary.  Thus women are seen as “helping–out” with household income by going to work; they only supplement and support the traditional male role (Probert 2001, p 12).  This is part of the way that hegemony works to naturalise an ideology.

 
Joanna Brewis and Stephen Lindstead describe the ‘requirement to “do” masculine behaviour [as] a social challenge, not a natural expression of the essence of being male’ (1999, p 73).  However, the ideal worker, around whom the institutional identity of the workplace is built, allows only one “expression of maleness” and therefore, the requirement of masculinity laid out in the workforce is regarded as natural.  The origins of Australian socialism are said to have been formed by this conception of masculinity in order to submerge ‘a working-class male anxiety over gender status’ (Leach 1997, p 64), and it is the presence of women and “abnormative” men in both the workplace, and national myth, that  provides the biggest threat to the masquerade.

The hegemonic, natural status of the ideal worker is only maintained by keeping the discursive power balance in stasis.  Donna Harraway argues that the male outside the norm is ‘the androgynous figure, the figure who is even more complete than the macho figure.  And more dangerous’ (in Penley & Ross 1991, p 19).  This figure is a challenge to the notion that only women are denied a valued role in the discourse of work and nation.  The man who is not a “man” is at the same time a betrayal of and a challenge to the masculine centre, because he clouds the boundaries set to describe the privileged construction of hegemonic masculinity and male identity.  To blur the boundaries that define the dichotomy of ideal worker/ideal parent is not only a challenge to the ill-drawn picture of the female as a deficient (abnormal) worker, but also a challenge to the central position of masculinity in the ideal worker construct.  It is the centralising of this ideal(ised) and gendered normative figure that needs to be exposed and challenged, both in the institutions of work, and in the institutions that contribute to the formation of national character, if workplace equity is ever to be achieved.

2.5: “Australia was built on mateship, not sir-ship”

If myth, as Roland Barthes argues…turns history into nature, if it steals speech and later restores it, then the ANZACs have been thoroughly mythologised – first to create a…masculine, dutiful, obedient/disobedient, iconoclastic Australian identity [then] to rework this constructed identity through and against the challenges from multiculturalism [and] feminism…(Buchanan & James 1998-99 p 27)
  In Australia, mateship is now used to evoke many emotions, and to signify legitimate social relationships.  It can be used intimately to describe a personal relationship, usually between men, or as broadly as to describe collective bonds, such as those seen in unions, or the ubiquitous solidarity called upon in difficult times such as economic depression or war (Altman 1987, p 163).  Whether the term is used innocuously, or in a politically loaded context (which has long been the prerogative of both left and right wing politicians), the use of “mate” by an Australian is inextricably tied to identity in the national psyche (Altman 1987, p 163).  So pervasive and dominant is the concept, that even our entertainment through film and television is permeated by references to mateship.  Two decades after Gallipoli, popular Australian films such as The Nugget, The Honourable Wally Norman, Mullet, even Priscilla Queen of the Desert have the notion of mateship at the centre of their stories. 

What we experience in Australia today, through the appropriation of the myth of the ANZAC hero and his legacy of “mates”, is ‘a new romanticising of our military history’ (Buchanan & James 1998, p 26)  and a very narrow set of criteria based on selective historical memory by which valued Australianness is judged.  In October 1998, after the Howard Liberal government was returned to power, the Prime Minister’s victory speech contained a pledge to uphold the traditions of egalitarianism and mateship.  These were all the values that Howard called upon, and Rachel Buchanan and Paul James argue that these were all that were necessary because they reliably invoked ‘the brave bronzed guardian angels’ who had been eulogised together with WWI Gallipoli veteran Ted Matthews at his funeral only ten months previously (1998, p 26).  

Matthews’ death and funeral were front page news all around Australia and the political importance of the event was made obvious by the attendance of ‘[e]very member of the Federal cabinet’ (Buchanan & James 1998, p 26).  His death also coincided with the preparations for the celebration of the 80th anniversary of the end of WWI.  Speaking at Matthews’ funeral, the then Governor-General, Sir William Deane, described Matthews as the ‘quintessential Australian’; bearer of the ANZAC spirit, which was ‘the very essence of our nation’ (Deane in Buchanan & James 1998, p 27).   Deane described ANZAC as being: 

about courage, and endurance, and duty, and mateship, and good humour … those human and national values which our pioneers found in the raw bush of a new world and tested in the old world for the first time at Gallipoli. (in Buchanan & James 1998, p 27) 
In the throes of the resurrection of all things “ANZAC” during 1998, General Sir Phillip Bennett addressed the annual dinner of the Royal United Service Institution of New South Wales with a celebration of what he dubbed ‘a great national resource’ (1998, p 79).  For Bennett, the ‘character and identity by which we are recognised worldwide’ is the result of ‘extreme hardship and adversity’ experienced during the colonial period and in military service (1998, p 79).  He argues that the trait ‘has contributed more than any other factor to the fabric of our national character’ and it has, at its centre, marked by mutual dependence … what all Australians, old and new, call mateship’ (Bennett 1998, p 79).  

Writing of the 20th Century transition from the bushman as bearer of mateship in the Australian mythology, to the ANZAC, Linzi Murrie argues that the traits that Bennett celebrates function to ensure ‘that dominant masculine values’ are maintained consistently as they pass from one icon to the next (2000, p 91).  Murrie writes that:    

In the context of gender relations…there is a dual functioning [to] the mateship celebrated in the Australian legend … it positions women and other (marginalised) men outside the ‘Australian’, the ‘national’ and the ‘masculine’; in its inclusivity, it authorises masculinity within the group, ensuring that dominant masculine values are reproduced in the male subject (2000, pp 90-1). 

Bennett’s speech is a demonstration of the way “mateship” is accepted and used as a universal descriptor of Australianness, without any concession that it is, as Murrie describes, a marginalising, and exclusively separatist notion (2000, pp 90-1). This is a compelling example of the hegemonic process, as discussed in Chapter 1 of this dissertation, at work. 

Bennett’s words also provide a signpost to another rhetorical function of national identity that has distinct importance to this thesis.  His reference to the ‘character and identity by which we are recognised worldwide’ (Bennett 1998, p 79) foregrounds the consideration of the way our international image can also be implicated in the authorising function of mateship as detailed by Murrie (2000, p 90).  Our international identity became the focus of a moment of controversy recently, when a directive to Parliamentary security staff requested that they not use the word “mate” when addressing visitors to Parliament house in Canberra.  The direction was described as a ‘stunningly over zealous’ attack on ‘an affectionate Australian term’ that was used ‘by most Australians’ (Price 2005, n page).  The union that represented the staff said that the directive had ‘a master and servant feel’ that ‘was un-Australian’ (Burke 2005, p 1).  In 2005, any challenge to mateship and all it stands for is considered an attack on Australian identity.  ANZAC and mateship are prominent facets of the image of Australia that we promote internationally; and this capacity, they function to establish who is promoted as representative of an appropriate national image.  Through this process, a figure that can be dubbed ‘rightful public Australian’ is established.

National identity elicits notions of inclusiveness through citizenship. It is reasonable therefore, to presume that national identifiers, such as mateship, are gender neutral.  The current rhetorical usage of mateship to define citizenship allows the notion of gender to be ignored in favour of ideas of place and allegiance.  In this form, mateship can be seen to be gender blind.  I argue, however, that this then becomes mateship’s most valuable rhetorical capacity: the illusion of gender blindness supported by the surface mirage of egalitarianism.  This illusion serves to bury mateship’s true gender bias under layers of national sentiment created over 150 years of struggle to maintain the upper hand in the battle over what is “truly” Australian.

Chapter 3

Workplace equity in the Australian context

3.1: Introduction

Linzi Murrie argues that femininity and masculinity exist ‘only within the construction of gender because they are relative terms, positioned against what they exclude, defined as much by what they are not as what they are (2000, p 81).  The primary function of sexed identity is concerned with power, domination and the rhetorical demands for ideology and myth to perform on behalf of those who seek to benefit from their results (Murrie 2000, p 81).   In Chapter 2 I argued that myths are narratives that tell a culture about itself and are encoded with ideologies that proscribe subject positions within that culture.  This final chapter of my thesis is concerned with the material means by which the myths and ideologies examined in Chapter 2 are disseminated within, and impact upon, the discourse of work in Australia.   

In Chapter 3, I will first outline discourse analysis and the analytical practice of cultural materialism, thereby establishing a theoretical framework through which to apply the findings of Chapter 2.  I will then turn to the recent phenomenon of post-feminism in order to contextualise my analysis within contemporary debate around the significance, in Australia in 2005, of feminism.  The final section will comprise a close textual analysis of a document that has political and cultural significance within the discourse of workplace equity.

3.2: Reframing the debate: cultural materialism 

I have argued in Chapter 2 of this thesis, that a fundamental assumption of this study is the cultural studies principle of text as ‘anything that generates meaning through signifying practices’ (Barker 2000, p 391).  The analysis of those signifying processes can be achieved through the framework of cultural materialism.  Stuart Hall has argued that the notion of what something means or represents belongs ‘irrevocably to the interpretative side[s] of the human and social sciences’ (2000, p 42).  “Interpretation” is a term that engenders connotations of negotiation and arbitrariness that commit the concept of something’s “meaning” to a path of endless defining and re-definition, a path which is demarcated in the dialogue between the source – the text – and the interpreter – the viewing and/or reading audience.  In the context of this study, an endlessly circular path takes meaning ever further from a ‘final moment of absolute truth’ (Hall, 2000, p 42).  This process leaves the meaning of any concept open to definition by those whose interests would be best served by controlling the societal understanding of central constructions of national values, worthy citizenship or normative sexuality.  

The sites in which meaning is contested and made are social institutions, described as reflective of the ‘values, customs and norms of the dominant interests in…society’ (Brannigan 1998, p 5).  In Chapter 2, it was established that cultural materialism is interested in dominant values, particularly in what texts can reveal about the struggle to maintain a value as dominant (Brannigan 1998, p 4).  By extension, cultural artefacts produced within or for a social institution must therefore be reflective of manipulation in the hegemonic battle for ideological supremacy in the cultural and political consciousness of that institution.  The most important textual evidence of this struggle is uncovered through an examination of the discursive evidence embedded in cultural artefacts, an examination predicated on the theory that culture is ‘always-already social’ (Eagleton 1996, p 196).  Thus, texts also contribute to the wider discussion of how we recognise ourselves as a culture or a society by bearing evidence of our social practices; texts are part of and reflect back to discourse (Wetherell 2002, p 3).  Discourse analysis, then, is a scrutiny of what is said, written and performed about a particular subject within a culture (Albury 2002, p viii).  Therefore, contemporary documents relating to the current issues in the debate over our work/life balance are useful because they contain evidence, not only of the perceived reality of Australian working lives, but of the assumptions underpinning the way that Australians view workers.  

Because gender studies principles as they are now used across many disciplines have arisen from the foundations laid by feminist theory, it is prudent for this discussion to detour briefly from its primary focus and consider a contemporary shift in the cultural significance of feminism, and the debate over what feminism means to Australians in the 21st Century.   

3.3: Wearing the post-feminist apron
In 1995, Nikki van der Gaag, writing about the feminist movement and its contemporary dilemmas, posed the question ‘what has feminism achieved?’ (1995, p 3).  van der Gaag argued that, while men have not changed their behaviour to any significant extent, the world is no less violent, the women’s movement has had a valuable effect (1995, p 3).  The women’s movement has achieved a dramatic change in ‘female consciousness’ (van der Gaag 1995, p 3). One of these shifts is the emergence of newer, third-wave, or “post- feminists” who no longer ‘define themselves in opposition to men’ (van der Gaag 1995, p 5).  This does not mean that there is no longer a gendered enemy; it means that ‘male structures’ and the institutions that benefit from the encouragement of gender imbalance are now the target of feminist criticism rather than just “men” (van der Gaag 1995, pp 5-6). 

The emergence of “post-feminism” as a definition has been fraught with ambiguity.  It has been appropriated by those who are threatened by the continuance of a powerful women’s movement and used as part of a conservative backlash.  A case in point, the current policy focus of the Federal Government is narrowed by the economically driven desire to assist women to balance maternity and other caring roles with workforce participation (see Australian Liberal Party, 2004 n page).  In the midst of a political climate that has seen the emergence of a desire to re-inscribe maternity upon women, the propensity in younger women to distance themselves from feminism has also allowed an opportunity for the debate to be turned away from the demands that earlier feminists had for workplace reform (Murdock 2003, p 130).  Issues that have long been contentious and have yet to be balanced, for example, equal pay, have been sidelined by a movement that would see women’s participation in the workplace conditional on their ability to reproduce and rear children for the nation’s future benefit (Murdock 2003, p 130).      

Furthermore, there is a widely held and relatively unchallenged societal assumption that: 

... the feminist battle has been won ... Of course a woman has a right to a career ... women are as good as men ... they are entitled to the same promotion and they can do it as well. (Howard 2002, in, Summers 2003, p 21)

John Howard’s support of the post-feminist rhetoric as enunciated above suggests that his administration believes women have succeeded in earning the right to be workers on an equal footing with men; however, the right to work was only a small portion of the feminist platform.  The move away from feminism in favour of a ‘gender perspective’ approach in government organisations has been subverted and Murdock argues that policies have dropped ‘their exclusive focus on women’ and even changed their focus entirely to men (2003, p 132).  With the ‘delegitimation of feminist critique’ under way, the neoliberal regime has begun to ‘reinscribe domesticity upon women, to reassociate them with their children and families’ and to destabilise feminist paradigms of ‘women’s individual subjectivity’ (Murdock 2003, p 113).  


The current situation for gender equity in Australia is thus dire, caught between the contemporary political project of the delegitimators of feminism, and the historically potent masculine bias of the ideal worker and the Australian of the mateship myth.  In the final section of Chapter 3, I will take these considerations into the analysis of a cultural text.  

3.4: Will Striking the Balance come at a cost?

In Chapter 1, I stated that one of the aims of this thesis was the evaluation of the application of cultural studies critical theory to the study of gender, equity and issues of the workplace.  In order to fulfil this aim I have chosen to scrutinise a discussion paper, Striking the Balance, produced this year from the office of the Sex Discrimination Commissioner, Pru Goward.  The following discussion is informed by the conclusions of Chapter 1: that workplace investigation is driven by the analysis of how gender is experienced and ‘done’, and of the practices that maintain gender separation within the workplace.  I argue that what are missing from this approach are the recognition and examination of wider cultural assumptions that can tell us why we behave this way.  The primary focus for this final examination is the way that the central construction of the normative Australian through mateship and its “smokescreen” sentiment, egalitarianism, has consistently subverted moves to correct equity imbalance.

Although this analysis is in effect a critical engagement of gender studies in the formation of industrial relations policy, the purpose of the critique is not to challenge the worthiness of gender studies or feminist analyses of this field, nor is it intent on downplaying the need for such study, or indeed for further projects that will consider the problems for Australian workers as they negotiate a balance between work and family.  The aim of this final stage of my thesis is to demonstrate the pervasiveness of the ideologies and myths scrutinised in Chapter 2, and to substantiate my argument that a cultural studies framed approach can productively extend the perspective through which to view the problematic and seemingly immovable barriers to the achievement of gender equity in Australian workplaces.  My purpose in pursuing this particular line of argument through the paper chosen for analysis is the desire to open up a space within the paper and the discourse it is part of, for a more culturally founded critical engagement.
Sociologist Adam Jamrozik contends that social policy is a mechanism for regulating society’s dominant values (2001, p 37). Therefore, Striking the Balance, as it will contribute directly to policy formation, will prove useful in consideration of the way that current societally dominant values in the discourse of work are perceived.  Striking the Balance is a discussion paper produced by the Sex Discrimination Unit, a section of the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission (HREOC).  HREOC is an independent statutory organisation established in 1986 that provides information to the Federal Government through the Attorney General’s Department.  It is responsible for the administration of federal laws relating to discrimination of all types as well as international conventions and declarations to which Australia is a signatory (HREOC 2005a n page). The Sex Discrimination Unit is involved in ‘research, policy and educative work designed to promote greater equality between men and women’ (HREOC 2005b n page) and has specific responsibilities under the Workplace Relations Act 1996 for federal awards and equal pay. 

 The Sex Discrimination section of the HREOC website describes sex discrimination as occurring:

 when a person is treated less fairly than another person because of their sex or marital status or because they are pregnant. This is direct discrimination.  Indirect discrimination can also occur when a requirement that is the same for everyone has an unfair effect on some people because of their sex, marital status, pregnancy or potential pregnancy.  (2005b n page)

Striking the Balance has been produced as part of HREOC’s responsibility to gather and analyse information on sex discrimination.  

As I argue in Chapter 1, the responsibility for the analysis of sex discrimination as detailed by HREOC (2005b) has been taken up by many researchers, who have largely been motivated to analyse the failure of Australian workplaces to achieve gender equity.  Scrutiny of this body of work showed that part of the reason for this failure lay in the lack of attention paid, within the research, to significant cultural practices that create both gendered identities and also engender the way we, as cultural participants, “do work”.  If these practices were exposed, I argued, then a new critical perspective could be brought to bear in the further analysis and provision of solutions to the issues of workplace equity.  Therefore, in Chapter 2, the cultural practices of myth, ideology and hegemony were detailed in the Australian context in which mateship, the myth of ANZAC, and the hegemonic actor dubbed the “ideal worker” are powerful, culturally dominant and subjective formations around which the institutions of national identity and work, and those of their study, orbit.

However, before these conclusions can be utilised to best effect in order to move toward the ultimate goal of true workplace equity, the force of the hegemony underpinning our gendered work identities must be exposed, as it lies within workplace analyses themselves.  This is the purpose of the remainder of this thesis.  While Striking the Balance contains valuable observations about the ‘work/life collision’ (Pocock 2003, p 5), it too fails to take into account the cultural conditions that have brought Australian workers to this conflict.  The criticism below will show that the strength of the ideal worker hegemony lies in its invisibility, even to those, such as the authors of Striking the Balance, who wish to eliminate “his” function, which is the maintenance of Australian workplaces as gendered spheres. 

A contemporary issue that comes within the responsibility of HREOC is that while the gendered ratio of the public workplace is almost equal, the workload in ‘the private sphere’ is predominantly taken on by women (Goward et al, 2005 p ix).  Although the primary concern of the paper is the current debate over the apparent disparity between working women’s home lives and that of their male counterparts, its introductory discussion substantiates the arguments of Summers, Pocock and others cited in Chapter 1.  That is, that gendered assumptions still influence access to and behaviour within Australian workplaces (Goward et al 2005, p 2).   These assumptions affect all workers to some degree, including the impact upon life outside the workplace, yet the focus of Striking the Balance is narrowed down to the experience of ‘heterosexual couples with family responsibilities’ (Goward et al 2005, p 4) and the way that caring responsibilities, such as housework, childcare of young children, the homework and recreational demands of older children and the needs of elderly relatives, are shared.  The paper was produced as a means of answering ‘a number of outstanding issues’ that were identified as the result of HREOC’s earlier research into paid maternity leave (Goward et al 2005, p 2).  

Included in the list of issues is the ‘need for men to be more involved in parenting’ and housework (Goward 2005, p ix).  One of the identified issues is described in the paper as:  

[the] … need to enable men as well as women to take time out from employment without career penalty in order to participate more fully in caring work. (Goward et al 2005, p 2)
On the surface, this issue expresses what can be seen as a necessary measure in order for families to meet the demands of work and care.  However, on closer examination, the sentence cited immediately above expresses a conflict between work and care in its description of the need to be away from the workplace in order to be a good carer; a good worker cannot be a good carer.  When this sentiment is combined with the narrowed focus on heterosexual couples with children (Goward et al 2005, p, 4), the family structure fore-grounded in Striking the Balance becomes remarkably similar to that of the male breadwinner model.  As I argued in Chapter 2, this historically dominant model originated in the late 19th Century and centred on a man in secure work with a dependant wife to look after the caring responsibilities created by his children (Grimshaw 1994a, p 162).  Pocock has argued that this model is the basis for the privileged, ‘care-less’ (and heterosexual) ideal worker around whom the workplace is built (2003, p 1).  Here in a document designed to assist in the achievement of gender equity is evidence that the notion of the ideal worker as a “care-less” actor is, indeed hegemonically active.

 Striking the Balance encodes some potent cultural assumptions that, with analysis, would go some way to explaining the situation that has supported the imbalance that the paper wishes to bring into public debate.  For example, Goward et al argue that, as a society, we value care, however, caring work ‘remains invisible’ (Goward 2005, p 4). The paper’s authors blame ‘the dearth of qualitative information on ethnicity, culture or religion’ (Goward et al 2005, p 4) as an impediment to an analysis of the culturally diverse experience of caring.  Nevertheless, this placement of multicultural experience as different or “other” only draws attention to the assumption of a normative “Australian” mainstream culture.  The rhetorical intentions of the ideologies of solidarity and brotherhood expressed by the socialism of 19th Century unionism were to unite workers against the greed of the capitalists, but they also had another intent.  The rhetoric of mateship was an ideology of exclusion working to eliminate workplace competition in the form of women, children and non-European men from the labour market, thus creating an institution that is rooted in an ‘Australianness’ that is both masculine and white (Murrie 2000, p 89).  To assume that “culture” is only relevant to those we consider different is to deny the powerful practices, such as the myth of mateship, that enable “culture” to be stratified from within.   

One of the anomalies that Goward et al see as contributing to the work/care conflict is the gendered difference in the use of provisions such as paid and unpaid leave and flexible working hours (Goward et al 2005, p 19) Even in workplaces where ‘family-friendly provisions’ are provided to workers, Goward et al argue that males are much less likely to take them up than their female counterparts or spouses, leaving the ‘gendered nature of unpaid work in the home…unchanged’ (2005, pp 20-2).  The situation in ‘male-dominated industries’ such as mining and labouring provides an interesting example because of the limited provision of such ‘family friendly’ measures within these traditionally male industries (Goward et al 2005, p 19).  Evidence provided in the paper explains that ‘[f]amily friendly arrangements are more likely to be offered to better trained and higher skilled employees’ (Goward et al 2005, p 19) than those who make up the majority of the mining and labouring workforces.  The lack of leave and ‘flexible start and finish times’ is also explained by the unusually long shifts, for example, in the mining industry (Goward et al 2005, p 19).  However, it is no coincidence that these industries, in which the socialist activism of the 1890s and therefore the cultural entrenchment of the male breadwinner ideal began, remain the least embracing of the notion of “family friendly” measures.  When viewed from the culturally oriented perspective of the male normative worker, such industries can be seen as workplaces built around the ideal worker for whom such measures are unnecessary, because “he” has no caring responsibilities.  

During the discussion in the paper of employment status statistics, evidence is included regarding the employment status of women in relation to the employment status of their spouses.  This evidence reveals a trend in which the female partner of an unemployed male is also likely to be unemployed, and conversely, an employed male is generally likely to have an employed female partner (Goward et al 2005, p 17).  While no analysis is offered of this interesting trend, it is included as a possible influence on the workforce participation rates of mothers (Goward et al 2005, p 17).  What the trend suggests is that married or partnered women’s workforce participation is conditional on that of her partner. Here also, the culturally inscribed positioning of men as the normative worker and rightful public Australian has a bearing that must be considered.  If males are seen as deserving of working status before their spouses, the question of gender inequity in workforce participation is made more serious, and the desires of women for different work arrangements can be seen as secondary and subject to the working arrangements of their spouses.  Thus the male breadwinner and ideal worker notions are active once again, this time helping maintain the privilege of work for men (Grimshaw 1994a, p 162).  


The trend to include issues that affect men in the workforce, as argued in Chapter 1, is also followed by Goward et al through the inclusion in their paper of a criticism of the Sex Discrimination Act and its applicability to men.  According to Goward et al, men:

are unable to access the sex discrimination provisions … on the basis of their family responsibilities … This is because men cannot argue, as women have, that as a sex they are more likely to take on family care obligations and that less favourable treatment because of family responsibilities is therefore attributable to their sex.  Men have not traditionally had primary responsibility for caring work, and so cannot argue that such responsibilities were associated with being a man.  (Goward et al 2005, p 86)
The explanation behind this phenomenon given by Striking the Balance’s authors is the apparent ‘failure of the federal anti-discrimination framework’ that has locked men into the male breadwinner role thereby discouraging them from seeking a better work/family balance (Goward et al, 2005, p.86) In the arguments that I have put forward in both Chapters 1 and 2, there can be seen to be another, culturally oriented reason behind the situation that Goward et al describe above.  

Because our national identity is culturally inscribed with a centralised notion of maleness, the idealised normative Australian at the centre of all of our institutions, including work, has remained invisible.  Therefore, men have been able to occupy all public roles and remain invisible as men: they are workers, politicians, thinkers, leaders, Australians.  When women enter any of these arenas, they are, and remain visible, as women – as a sex.  
 
The project that Striking the Balance undertakes addresses a timely and valuable area of concern in that it acknowledges the dilemma for ‘Australian families … caught between the pressure of paid work and the pressure of care’ (Goward et al 2005, p 6).  Striking the Balance acknowledges that ‘[w]omen in Australia bear primary responsibility for managing family life’ (Goward et al 2005, p 13), and its authors contribute valuable insight into how the demands of working life and workplace structures conflict with this responsibility.  However, what they do not seek to answer is the question of why women in Australia are seen to be responsible, and appear to accept responsibility, for managing family life.  Yet, unless there is also acknowledgement of the reality that Australians are caught between the pressure of conforming to a culturally imprinted standard of valued citizenship and self defined autonomy, the project will join the vast amounts of literature already produced on this and other workplace related issues that only succeed in reminding us that we still suffer gross inequities.  By failing to include a direction toward cultural analysis that steers investigation toward “why we do gender the way that we do”, the final product that Striking the Balance germinates stands to be yet another collection of anecdotal, experiential testimony to the potency of the Australian legend as it continues to fix us in a subjective orbit of the nationally inscribed ideal.  

Conclusion

This thesis set out to answer several questions.  Who is the ideal worker and how pervasive is his or her presence within the workplace?  Is this a construction that can exist autonomously within the institutions of paid work, or is the notion informed by wider, culturally held beliefs?  Finally, how can the study of gender, equity and issues of the workplace benefit from the application of cultural studies critical theory?
The analysis of workplace research that formed Chapter 1 has shown that the workplace is gendered in complex and multiple ways.  This is not a new conclusion.  However, the analysis also found, that just as there are established gendered assumptions working to maintain inequity within the workplace, the research of work is also restricted by practices that help to maintain gender hierarchy.  Studies are largely restricted to examination of how men and women differ in their experiences and actions.  The workings of wider cultural practices and their implications for gendered work, as has been shown, have been ignored. 

Through my project to demonstrate the value of cultural studies critical analysis to workplace study, the importance of the concept of the ideal worker in understanding the forces that maintain equity, has been established.  By contextualising the ideal worker within his broader setting of Australian identity, it has been argued that the ANZAC myth and the appellant signature of mateship have helped centralise an ideal public Australian in our national psyche that dominates the institutions of public life, including and especially work.  What has also become clear through this thesis is that the study of equity needs to be a constant dialogue between what is experienced in an institution like the workplace and what is lived, understood and uncritically accepted in wider society/culture.  Studies of gender and the inequities that a gendered normative actor causes should also be informed by studies of subjection and the cultural construction of worker identity.  To be more effective, these studies need to identify and interrogate what is posited to be ideal.  In Australia, the ANZAC myth and ideologies of mateship contribute to a normative masculinity that Australian citizen, regardless of gender is ranked against.  The workplace does not work for anyone when it has this ideal in mind.  

By applying the arguments drawn from my cultural analysis, this thesis has also exposed the way that demands for equity that have been narrowed down to attend to the need for women in particular to balance their own work/life collision are a concession to conservative ideologies.  By making the ability to balance motherhood with workforce participation the primary focus of measures designed to create workplace equality, the proponents of this emphasis are participating in a low grade sell-out of true equity to those who wish to turn society back to a time when men worked and women “cared”.  The current machinations to re-inscribe maternity upon women ‘in the national interest’ are simply a reworking of the functions of the ideal worker hegemony, only this time, at arms distance.  Rather than measures designed to “correct” women to make them more like men, the current ideologies are being utilised to make women’s caring responsibilities more like those of men.  

Without taking on these vital, broader cultural parameters in its discussion, Striking the Balance can document and analyse the experiences of working Australians as they attempt to negotiate the demands of family and workplace, however, the study will not uncover why there is a different expectation for balance when we are talking about male workers than when we are talking about women.  Unless the research that follows from Striking the Balance takes on cultural considerations of the type I have argued for here, all that will result is already redundant.  Yet another study that details the marginalisation of women in the workplace, measures the quantity or quality of inequity, numerically divides the workplace according to gender, or bemoans the lack of gender based approaches to industrial relations analysis will be superfluous and irrelevant, because it will not uncover the reasons why all this is the way it - still - is.

What Striking the Balance does show is that motherhood is most emphatically central to current concerns of the workplace.  Its focus is not on everyone’s ability to work and parent, but women’s; demand for men to contribute with housework is only addressing half the problem.  The masculine construction of the ideal worker operates with an unacknowledged partner of the female ideal parent.  As long as we have a renewed interest in motherhood operating in the wider culture, led by the political agenda of the current government, the gender of the ideal worker will remain hidden.  Most importantly, however, the paper, in putting forward an agenda for discussion that isolates sociocultural constructions of males from the discourse of care, unwittingly agrees with and adopts uncritically the central tenet of Australian identity that places the male in the idealised position of rightful public Australian.  

In order for the “fair-go” of the egalitarian myth and its twin, mateship, to become a reality for Australians who are not the male of national myth, our understanding of equity must be founded on an absence of difference.  It is the construction of difference as deficiency, through subjected, gendered identities that is arguably the strongest force in the maintenance of inequities in the workplace and all other societal institutions.  The workplace is founded on a hegemonically maintained construction of an ideal and all others who fall outside this category are excluded from full participation.  When those outside this historically intransigent cultural construction enter the workplace or any other social institution, it is left up to them to negotiate with the ideal.  

It is not the patriarchy we need to attack; it is this mythical, bronzed god at the centre of our national understanding that subjects us by our inability to reflect him back.  The solution to ‘his’ demise lies somewhere in the chasm created by the distance between the institutional interpretation of gender and the reality of gender as it is experienced, negotiated and sublimated by the majority of Australians who are excluded from the centre of national identity.
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