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‘Keeping your eye on the prize’: Gender equality 
programmes in enterprise universities

Jane Wilkinson

This paper explores the material impact of major transformations in the Austra-
lian academic field upon a group of ethnically and socioeconomically diverse 
academic women leaders1 who, because of their varying degrees of seniority, 
were positioned as key ‘change agen(ts)’ in their diverse locales (Yeatman 1995: 
203). It examines two key questions. Firstly, despite long term policies of equity 
and diversity, how are such women leaders positioned in a field in which to be 
an academic leader/manager still requires that one both ‘masculinises and whit-
ens’? (Williams 1991 cited in Reay 2004: 31). Secondly, given the small amount 
of research upon such women and the largely unexamined assumption underpin-
ning educational studies which posits white and middle-class as the naturalized 
subject location of leadership (Fitzgerald 2003, Wilkinson 2005), what learnings 
can we draw from these women’s experiences in relation to gender equality pro-
grammes in universities? 

Drawing on Pierre Bourdieu’s theorizations of symbolic violence, habitus, 
capital and field, the paper explores these questions through case studies of four 
ethnically and socioeconomically diverse women leaders2 (Wilkinson 2005). 
Three were of working class origin, whereas a fourth was middle class but with a 
large, working class extended family. Two were Aboriginal3, and two were non-
Aboriginal. The women were located in a range of contemporary Australian 
universities, comprising the most elite, research intensive, to the newer universi-
ties, formed in the late 1980s, who often lack the inherited resources and re-
search intensive focus of the sandstones (Marginson/Considine 2000). The 
women held a variety of formal leadership roles, ranging from senior lecturer 

1 The term ‘leaders’ is used to describe participants drawn from the larger study upon which this 
paper is based, who held formal management, research and/or teaching positions within the 
Australian academic hierarchy.

2 Interview data is drawn from a larger study conducted by the author which examined represent-
tations of ethnically and socioeconomically diverse women leaders in the media and Australian 
universities.

3 The word ‘Aboriginal’ with a capital ‘A’ is used in Australia to denote the Indigenous people 
of Australia (see Craven/Rigney 1999)
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(the commencement of the promotion ladder) to middle and upper management. 
The paper seeks to compare and contrast the women’s leadership experiences at 
a time when major restructuring of the Australian academic field had shifted 
former notions of education as a public good to the contemporary concept of 
education as one of a series of fundamental ‘national economic priorities’ 
(Ozga/Deem 2000: 141-142); thus leading to the production of new entrepreneu-
rial academic identities and ‘enterprise universities’ (Marginson/Considine 
2000). In particular, the paper examines how the subsequent rise of new manage-
rialism as part of the commodification of academic management, and the shifts 
in leadership identity which accompanied these changes, had both constraining 
and enabling impacts upon the ethnically and socioeconomically diverse women 
leaders in the study upon which the paper is based. Moreover, it posits that the 
intersection of gender, ethnicity, and class is a key under-examined factor in 
research upon women’s leadership in academe and that there are subsequent 
implications for gender equality programmes which may flow from this position. 
Let us examine these points in more detail by turning to one of the study’s par-
ticipants, ‘Iris’.4

Do white girls rule? Constructing leadership in Australian universities

Iris was the most junior of the female leaders interviewed, of working-class, 
European origin, and had begun to establish a reputation of real note in her cut-
ting-edge research and teaching. She remarked in relation to her upbringing:

“I’ve been taught … be a bit uppity and answer back … be loud, be strong, muck up if you ha-
ve to … don’t be intimidated... Yes, it looks really lower-class but that’s not an issue for me, I 
don’t care … I think this politeness thing has been used to keep women subjugated and while 
I’m all for politeness, there is a place just to say … “Don’t interrupt me” … I won’t stand for it. 
But I think it comes from having experience as a kid from some of the men in my community. 
Yeah, but also having parents who then taught me just not to put up with it.”

Iris draws on her hybridity – her working-class background and minority ethnic-
ity – as positive symbolic capital which provides her with ‘good “crap detec-
tors”’ and an ability to ‘“cross” classes’ in a kind of ‘“performance”’ (Ma-
hony/Zmroczek 1997: 5). However, in so doing she also must contend with the 
symbolic violence that ensues from her challenging of the orthodox subject posi-
tion of Anglo-Australian, middle class academics. This is despite the fact that 
she is located in a newer university, which has had a proud commitment to eq-

4 Pseudonyms are used for the study participants.
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uity and diversity, and in a faculty that is extremely supportive of her work. She 
recounts:

“(W)hy is it laughable to some other academics when at the end of every semester I bring in 
big boxes of celebration chocolates to all my students … at the lecture theatre …? You know, 
let’s all eat … this is a celebration – we’ve finished another course. So what is wrong with 
that? … They … (older, Anglo, male academics) … say, “Well that’s her ethnicity coming 
out.”

It is fascinating that Iris’s actions in handing out chocolates are automatically 
constructed through a racist discourse as emanating from her ethnicity. The pa-
tronizing comments and laughter serve a number of purposes – they stereotype, 
trivialize, exoticise and visibilise Iris’s behaviour while at the same time con-
cealing the dominant ethnicity of Anglo-Australian academic practices which 
can then continue uninterrogated. Importantly, Iris is a descendant of the Euro-
pean origin women who immigrated to Australia after the Second World War 
and were employed largely as ‘factory fodder’. Although for women such as Iris, 
their ‘positions may have altered’, the media and societal discourses of such 
women have barely shifted, leading to women such as Iris being positioned on 
the negative side of the civilised/uncivilized hierarchy (Tsolidis 2001: 33). 
Hence, the derision from other academics attempts to symbolically punish Iris, 
revealing the negative connotations associated with the symbolic capital of her 
working class, European origins in the Anglo (white) academic field. Her experi-
ences suggest the dangers of essentialising whiteness as a discursive category for 
it is an “ambiguous, fluid, diverse category influenced by changing cultural, 
economic, political and psychological contexts” (Kincheloe/Steinberg 1997: 212 
cited in Singh 2000: 127). 

Nonetheless, Iris has had the courage to unsettle previously-hidden dualisms 
which have so strongly advantaged a particular type of masculine and Anglo-
Australian construct within academe. She refuses to be patronized by stereotypi-
cal racial and sexist discourses which would seek to place her in her ‘rightful 
place’ as the subservient minority ethnic woman (Tsolidis 2001, Wilkinson 
2005). However, she does note how the material effects of feeling like a ‘fish’ 
out of water, of not knowing how to play the academic ‘game’ (Wacquant 1989: 
43), and of experiencing a lack of ‘entitlement’ to the professional space occu-
pied by the Anglo white, middle-class academic (Skeggs 1997: 133) – act to 
neutralise, silence, marginalise and disempower some minority ethnic academics. 
She comments:
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“I’ve noticed that with a few older academics here in different schools in our university who … 
work really hard just to maintain their status within that department and will find themselves 
either sort of becoming less assertive … or very stressed. Others manage it really well. And the 
other thing especially with the Asian young … academics … people just assume they’ve just 
come off a boat and some of these women could be third, fourth generation and they are as 
‘Australian’ whatever that means but (you know) it’s the visual …”

Managing the ‘organizational housework5’: Lauren’s story

‘Lauren’ was an Anglo senior manager from a middle class background who 
took great pride in her extended family’s working class roots, noting ‘I’m not 
ashamed of my background. I am who I am and with whatever comes with that 
and people can either take it or leave it’. Lauren was located in a new university 
whose major source of clientele constituted ‘non-school leavers’ and many stu-
dents from working class, as well as middle class backgrounds (Margin-
son/Considine 2000: 208). Lauren described her previous work culture, where 
she was an extremely senior manager, as ‘impersonal … all climbing up greasy 
poles’, allied to a sexist, ‘blokey’ culture. Hence, she decided to leave this loca-
tion in preference for what she felt would be a ‘more civilis(ed)’ culture of senior 
management in a university. Nonetheless, Lauren confronted a university man-
agement which exhibited ‘a different kind of … (sexist) … annoyance’ - charac-
terised by male domination, in which one worked one’s way up the ranks and 
consequently, ‘there are very few newcomers so it’s hard to break into’. Most 
power appeared to be centralised in upper management and meetings were de-
scribed as ‘a rubber-stamping exercise’. The overall management environment, 
she contended, was like ‘being in the feudal age sometimes’, with a rhetorical 
commitment to equity only. For example, she mused on the contradiction be-
tween her university’s reports on equity ‘which look very good’ given the major-
ity of academics are female, but notes that:

“They’re … nearly all in the lower echelons. There is a view that sometimes women don’t 
want these extra responsibilities – I don’t think that’s anywhere near a full explanation for what 
is happening …”

It is only because Lauren had had previous experience of leadership in a very 
different setting that her confidence in her ability to manage well remained in-
tact. She comments:

5 Blackmore/Sachs (2007)
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“I suspect there’s a stereotype … that any leader has to be hard-nosed, authoritarian, aggressive 
… extremely decisive … my … natural approach is different … I have the confidence of ha-
ving been the leader of a group … that worked extremely well and I have no intention of chan-
ging my style … It’s more to do with bringing people along than kicking them into submission 
… a softer style … I think the style that we currently have is really quite inappropriate for an 
… institution of experts.”

Lauren ponders the material effects of the symbolic violence that this manage-
ment style evokes, asking:

“(H)ow much better could it have been for me and how much aggravation has it been? How 
have individuals suffered in achieving those ends? Many have prospered but I think many have 
suffered too.”

Jeff Hearn has contended that in the restructured field of universities, rather than
‘layers of gendered relationships of ruling’ disappearing, they continue in sedi-
mentary layers via the formal and informal practices of management (Hearn 
2001: 72). The sometimes ‘feudal’ nature of management from the nineteenth 
century (Hearn 2001: 79) remains in Lauren’s institution. However, a newer 
entrepreneurial masculinity overlays this mix, described as ‘aggressive, top-
down, resistant to dialogue and exchange, and singularly lacking in empathy to 
the human costs of the changes … instituted in many institutions’ (Collier 2001: 
23). It is implied in Lauren’s remarks that people are ‘kick(ed) … into submis-
sion’.

Moreover, Lauren, like many other female managers in new managerialist 
academic regimes, appears to be discursively located within her university as 
simultaneously a leader, a change agent and the soft, feminised face of manage-
ment (Blackmore/Sachs 2007: 14) – a role that is being increasingly allocated to 
women academic leaders who supply the ‘extra emotional labour’ needed in 
times of often brutal restructuring (Munford/ Rumball 2001: 140). She notes, for 
example, that ‘the most important change’ she has tried to make as a senior man-
ager is ‘bottom-up’ through ‘listening’ to staff, that is, constantly mopping up the 
damage and dirt left behind in the university ‘house’ by the ‘hard-nosed’, ‘kick-
ing-into-submission’ style of some of its most senior managers. In carrying out 
this work, the danger is that women leaders such as Lauren are then positioned 
by feminist discourses of women’s ways of leading in terms which construct the 
genders as ‘irreconcilably different’. Formal authority characterised by ‘knowl-
edge, judgement and capacity for ruling’ thus remains the property of males and 
gender as a category is ‘maintain(ed)’ rather than made ‘fluid’ (Blackmore 1997: 
20). In addition, there is ‘little recognition or reward’ for such work (Prichard 
2000) and indeed, in Lauren’s case, she appears to be symbolically punished for 
her transgression as a female.
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In restructured universities such as Lauren’s, ‘soft management skills’ such as 
collaboration, caring and listening, appear to remain devalued ‘women’s work’, 
albeit, rewarded at a more senior level than previously. However, one of the 
trends in Anglophone universities is a redrawing of traditional binary divisions 
between feminine/emotions/caring/management versus masculine/rational/hard-
nosed/research. It is most clearly seen in the increasing divide between more 
feminised management roles which do not attract the funds necessary for in-
creasingly cash-hungry universities to survive, and remasculinised research-only 
positions, with the latter becoming ‘the new patriarchal heartland of the univer-
sity’ due to its ability to ‘pull … in big dollars’ (Yeatman 1995: 202)

Louise Morley has contended that in the new university environment, 
‘(b)eing seen to perform … counts more than substantive social action such as 
addressing issues of inclusion/exclusion and social justice’ (Morley 2003 cited in 
Blackmore/Sachs 2007: 2). This is an apt description of the symbolic violence 
produced by the practices of new managerialism upon talented women such as 
Iris and Lauren. 

Ruffling the (Anglo) white, middle class surface of academic women’s 
leadership

Let us muddy the waters a little further at this point. Lauren’s story, though 
compelling, is not necessarily qualitatively different from the many tales that 
feminists have catalogued over the years in regard to ‘women’s outsider status in 
the academy’, which, when ‘combined with narrow institutional criteria for suc-
cess, result in a situation where they suffer considerable pain’ (Acker/
Feuerverger 1997: 137). This is not to dismiss or denigrate the degree of Lau-
ren’s pain but to suggest that feminist analyses of women and educational lead-
ership which ignore the class and ethnic diversity that exists between different 
groups of women, and the material impact of these differences upon leadership 
for women, need to adopt more robust theorizations of power which will provide 
them with the analytical tools required for more nuanced readings and situated 
analyses of women’s leadership. For example, what Lauren’s story hints at is 
how a combination of embodied femininity and working class signifiers imbued 
in her bodily hexis represents a symbolic transgression against middle class con-
structions of Anglo white male academic leadership, which results in Lauren’s 
decision to leave this punishing environment. 

Iris’s story takes Lauren’s narrative a step further for it belies unitary no-
tions of women leaders as a group. It suggests that essentialist readings of white-
ness would benefit considerably from interrogations of how constructions of a 
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continuum of whiteness as privilege in academic management operate as a form 
of hegemony, with one’s gender, class and ethnicity marking the degree of dif-
ference between the ‘ideal … (Anglo, middle class, masculinised) … legitimate 
body’ of formal academic leadership and its ‘inevitable compromise’ with the 
‘real bod(ies)’ (Bourdieu 1990: 72). In the case of Lauren and Iris, the former’s 
Anglo ‘body’ marks her as closer to legitimacy than Iris’s, thus allowing her to 
‘masquerade… as … (a) … genderless, dressed-up professional…’ to a far 
greater degree than is afforded Iris (Trioli 1999: 124). For example, after many 
years of research and management in her previous field, Lauren’s professional 
habitus had become that of disembodied/honorary male researcher and was so 
pervasive that she observed, ‘(eventually) I didn’t really think much about being 
a woman although I was so alone in the beginning. I … worked my way into 
being able to speak up … without anybody thinking, “Oh, she’s a woman”’. In 
the ‘emotional politics’ of class (Skeggs 1997: 90), both Lauren and Iris display 
considerable agency by refusing to disguise their mixed class (and Iris’s Euro-
pean) origins and instead draw upon them as a source of identity and pride. 
Nonetheless, their experiences of virulent sexism, class discrimination and in 
Iris’s case, racism, are telling tales of symbolic violence and act as a reminder 
that Anglo/European, working class origin ‘females in the public sphere … are 
forever being caught out as … (classed/raced) … women’ (Trioli 1999: 124).

There is one key difference between Lauren and Iris’s stories on the one 
hand, and Aboriginal (and other black and Indigenous women leaders) on the 
other hand6. Lauren and Iris are able to ‘pass’ as white women in a way that 
Aboriginal women leaders are not. As part of the ‘historically constructed prem-
ise of inferiorisation within the hegemony of white ideology’, the latter women 
as a group are positioned by a ‘racial continuum as the most encumbered by 
nature, and therefore, the least civilized or most degenerate’ with the ‘“white 
male” … (who) … represents culture and civilisation’ at the other end of the 
continuum (Moreton-Robinson 2000: 112). Crucially, in relation to academic 
leadership, this ‘same ideology allows white women to be positioned closer to 
the other … (dominant) … end of the continuum’ deploying the ‘subject position 
(for) middle-class white woman to speak for … (Aboriginal women) … as the 
authoritative voice of the all-knowing subject’ (Moreton-Robinson 2000: 112). 
Two points can be drawn from the preceding concept of a continuum of white-
ness. Firstly, Iris’s experiences as an academic leader suggest that it behoves 

6 As Tanya Fitzgerald (2003) notes in her article on Indigenous women’s leadership, it is impor-
tant to stress that the issue of diversity within educational leadership places me on challenging 
territory both because of my own location as a white female academic within a continuum of 
whiteness; and because I do not wish to subscribe to the notion of an ‘add-difference-and-stir’ 
approach to leadership and diversity
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feminists to examine more closely through detailed case studies how such a con-
tinuum is operationalised in relation to specific constructions of whiteness, class 
and academic leadership/academic authority. Secondly, a closer examination of 
Ruth and Amelia’s leadership habitus and practices – the two Aboriginal female 
leaders interviewed for the study – provide a glimpse of how this continuum is a 
construct and thus can be challenged in neoliberal times through a combination 
of strategic deployment of equity and diversity discourses at an institutional 
level; deep institutional commitment to equity principles; and a willingness from 
those in senior positions of authority to put these principles into practice. 

The political capital of diversity: Subverting relations of ruling

Ruth was a feminist Aboriginal woman academic of working class origin, work-
ing as a researcher/educator and middle manager in an elite university. Because 
of the ‘robust(ness)’ of the resource rich institution in which she worked, it could 
afford not to be ‘fully entrepreneurial’ and to attract ‘top scholars and research-
ers’ who possessed the symbolic capital to ‘resist managerialism’ (Margin-
son/Considine 2000: 193-194). Simultaneously, Ruth was actively involved as a 
leading Aboriginal feminist in the political field of government Indigenous/Non 
Indigenous relations, and because of this role, was regularly called upon by the 
media for commentary on Indigenous issues. 

Amelia, although working in a non-elite institution, was the most senior of 
the women leaders interviewed and a committed feminist from a working-class 
background. She held a powerful figurehead role in her institution, which carried 
with it a great deal of symbolic capital. Importantly, as a member of the legal
field and, previously, a senior ranking public servant, Amelia was located within 
a ‘metafield … which acts on other fields and influences their practices’ (Webb 
et al. 2002: 85). Her leadership habitus was powerfully shaped by her location 
within the fields of feminism, law and academe and she called upon second wave 
feminist discourses to enact change at the most senior level of her university. 
Moreover, she possessed the formal authority to bring about change within her 
university to a far greater degree than the other five women interviewees, while 
simultaneously being subjected to the power, which arises from her location 
within the metafield. 

Both women cited how the racism was subtler in academe, yet no less per-
vasive for that. For example, Ruth noted that her relationship with some of the 
senior (male) hierarchy in her university at times replicated the colonial dynamic 
of a ‘black woman, white male boss, power dichotomy’. However, in terms of 
‘anti-racist struggles’, she observed that as a result of her work in the political 
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field of Aboriginal/Non Aboriginal relations, the leadership within the university 
had ‘been very supportive with reconciliation issues … protocols, policies and so 
forth’. 

Amelia also observed the levels of racism in her university, but unlike Ruth 
and the other women participants in the larger study from which this paper de-
rives, the senior position she held at her university afforded her the formal power 
and authority to contest the ‘white woman, white male boss, power dichotomy’. 
She observed that she had been given a unique opportunity:

“to be able to change attitudes within the universities … (which) … have been … like law … 
the strongest bastions of sexism and male privilege and there’s an enormous opportunity … to 
break that down.” 

Amelia was appointed to her university as harbinger of change, ‘to “call” all the 
fustian, patriarchal inefficiencies of the old institutional culture’ (Yeatman 1995: 
203). She seized her power with alacrity, drawing on her significant pool of 
knowledge about the change process as a former senior public servant. For ex-
ample, in describing a major change she brought about to the gender balance of a 
significant academic committee over which she presided and which was to select 
new senior management, she commented:

“I … looked around the … table and saw that there were only … (a minority of) … women … 
and I said that this had to change. Whereupon I got a blast from … men … (one of the men) … 
was … actually racist and sexist … (T)hat was pretty much the … culture … at the time … I 
suppose they could see … that this was actually a threat to their incumbency … I intended to 
get rid of them and … that’s precisely what I did. It took me about … (a certain period of 
time)… but I did it.”

Moreover, as a leader one must:

“be absolutely clear about why you are there, what is your agenda, what is it you think you’re 
going to achieve and how do you think you’re going to achieve it. And you’ve got to be abso-
lutely clear - you’ve got to keep your eyes on the prize – you don’t waver … The big challenge 
is to find your way through the morass of rules and the regulations and conventional practices 
… but … if you’ve got a very clear idea of what it is you want to do and how you want to do it, 
you soon find your way through those things … And not to be sidetracked and not to waver … 
I think it’s because people are impatient or that they haven’t done their own work on them-
selves … So they become acted upon instead of acting upon themselves.”

Amelia had the power to change her university’s management to reflect her 
commitment to equity, feminism and more democratic management. In this 
sense, her experience is opposite to that of Lauren, who was brought in as a har-
binger of change and then struggled with an institution whose commitment to 
equity did not extend beyond the level of rhetoric. Instead, Amelia is afforded 
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the opportunity to make deep-seated change to all three levels of the organisa-
tion, that is: its symbolic layer, that is, the ‘signal … about what is important and 
valued in the organisation’; its organizational practices, that is, the ‘norms of 
behaviour embedded in systems and structures’; and its values, that is, its ‘deeply 
held attitudes and beliefs’ (Newman 1995: 25).

Amelia worked to achieve this through a range of strategies including: her 
own leadership practices as a form of role modeling; via the appointment of 
committed equity workers at senior management levels; and through the ap-
pointments of minority groups in both academic and general staff. It has been 
argued that part of managing innovatively involves ‘“pushing the boundaries”’ in 
order for ‘universities to remain as sites of struggle and contest … encourag(ing) 
practices that lead to collaboration and collegiality’ and ‘identify(ing) the barri-
ers to … full inclusion’ of groups such as Indigenous peoples (Munford/Rumball 
2001: 142). Amelia commented that in terms of the adherence to social justice 
principles with which her professional and personal habitus was imbued:

“I do try to treat everybody around me – and I don’t care what position they hold … as a hu-
man being. I know … of men who walk past and don’t even acknowledge the presence of peo-
ple like typists or … their PA’s … they treat them like dogs … I have the view that everybody 
… has a view on how the institution can run … So that’s important to try to include everybody 
in the team rather than being … the head honcho … I’m actually much more interested in ha-
ving the institution achieving a position within the world hierarchy … and … long after I’m 
dead and gone … the … institution will be remembered and I think that’s what’s important.”

Though not possessing the same levels of institutional power and the ‘feel for the 
game’ of leadership as it is played at the most senior levels (Wacquant 1989: 43), 
the political capital which Ruth’s indigeneity and her location within the field of 
Aboriginal/White Australian politics afforded her ironically gave her the ‘free-
dom to play seriously’ in the latter field (Bourdieu 1998: 128) rather than in her 
increasingly constrained middle management role. Ruth observed:

“(Y)ou’re so stifled by educational institutions and they’re a bureaucracy. And I’ve always ha-
ted working in a bureaucracy and increasingly more I find it very frustrating working in an 
educational institution because I’m starting to feel straitjacketed … particularly as now I’m … 
(Manager) … there are all these administrative things that you have to do and answer to … 
(Boss A) or take it up to … (Boss B) who’ll take it up to … (Boss C) and I find those issues of 
negotiation very difficult to deal with. Whereas I’m a lot freer person in terms of being an In-
digenous woman and leader in politics because in a very real way I can say what I want to say. 
I’m not a public servant. I’m not hamstrung to Governments. I can say what I really feel … 
there’s a lot more freedom out there to be an Indigenous woman leader in politics.”

Ruth’s indigeneity provides her with positive capital in both the academic and 
political field, and this has allowed her to ‘make some impact’ upon the tertiary 
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and political fields in which she is located (Moi 2000: 331-332). Yet her gender 
is mostly constructed as negative capital. Ruth comments:

“(I)n both of these … (positions) … I’m not constrained in any sense by my indigeneity - it is a 
real bonus … I’ve never feel hampered or constrained. Certainly as a woman, in both of them, 
at times I have felt very subjugated.”

Both Ruth and Amelia appear to have found themselves in a position of real 
power, in being able to turn their ‘“difference” into intellectual and political 
capital’ (Ang 1995: 57). It is a theme which emerged with three of the other 
participants from the larger study: Simone (European, working class origin); 
Suzanne (Asian, middle class background) and Iris (European, working class 
origin); for all pointed to the symbolic capital of their ethnicity within the aca-
demic field, and in the case of Suzanne and Simone, to the symbolic capital 
which attached at times to the combination of their gender and ethnicity, in posi-
tioning them as ‘change agents’ in their academic field. However, Simone was 
located in an institution which in a manner similar to Lauren’s, had a rhetorical 
commitment to equity only, and thus experienced a form of symbolic violence 
when her diversity could not be managed but was constructed as deviant from a 
silent norm of leadership as Anglo and middle class (Wilkinson 2006).

In addition, Ruth’s location within a sandstone university which dominated 
the field with its ‘positional advantage’ and which possessed the symbolic capital 
to ‘resist managerialism’ (Marginson/ Considine 2000: 193-194), may have also 
allowed the university to fulfil its traditional role of dissent through providing a 
discursive space for anti-racist struggles. There is also the suggestion that the 
university itself derives symbolic capital by being seen to support reconciliation 
through its formal policies and protocols.

Both Amelia’s and Ruth’s leadership imbued current depoliticised diversity 
discourses (Blackmore/Sachs 2007) with a commitment to principles of equity 
grounded in democratic and inclusive forms of decision-making, drawn from 
their feminist values and Indigenous models of leadership which emphasise a 
collective orientation rather than ‘a personal need for achievement’ (Wihak et al. 
2006: 13). The former is a discourse that has become marginalized in new enter-
prise universities with their emphasis upon increasing concentrations of power 
within senior executive (Marginson/Considine 2000: 11). The latter model, de-
spite a small but increasing body of scholarship on Indigenous theories of leader-
ship, remains largely ignored in both theory and practice in the educational field 
(Fitzgerald 2003:. 9). Yet, both Amelia and Ruth’s experiences provide a 
glimpse of how ‘subjugated knowledges’ around leadership drawn from the 
Indigenous and feminist fields may be utilized as a form of political capital 
within academe (Moreton-Robinson 2000: 2-3). It suggests that the drive to-
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wards the marketisation of education, new managerialism and performativity 
which characterizes the contemporary Australian academic field (Margin-
son/Considine 2000) may not be monolithic. It implies that one needs to examine 
the local contexts in which such discourses are played out and in particular, how 
specific intersections of class and ethnicity in particular historical contexts and 
fields may carry a form of positive capital which can be ‘exploited’ for political 
ends (Ang 1993: 4). 

Amelia and Ruth appear to turn the negative capital of their gender, ethnic-
ity and class into positive capital, thus illustrating the paradoxical and ambiguous 
nature of the concept of disadvantage. They occupy ‘that “creative interval” 
which is, in reality, a multiplaced location … of possible oppression and … 
power and resistance’ (Pallotta-Chiarolli 1996: 98). In Amelia’s and to a lesser 
extent, Ruth’s case, it seems that the site has become one of ‘power and resis-
tance’. However, Lauren and Iris’s stories sound the warning that this location is 
hard-won, precarious and fragile.

Where to from here? Implications for gender equality programmes in 
universities

What are some of the possible insights and potential policy implications that may 
flow from a study of ethnically and socioeconomically diverse academic women 
leaders? The recommendations below pose a range of possibilities as fruitful but 
certainly not exhaustive areas for exploration and development and which hope-
fully provide food for thought in regard to practical, follow-up strategies in re-
gard to gender programmes. The recommendations include:

§ The importance of recognising the specific institutional context in which 
equity/diversity policies are operating and the different ways in which such 
policies may play out depending upon the institution’s organizational cul-
ture and, in particular, the degree to which racist, sexist and classist atti-
tudes may underpin the internal logic of the specific institution;

§ The importance of embedding policies such as equity/diversity at the three 
organisational levels, that is, the symbolic; the structural and organisational; 
and the attitudinal (in terms of institutions’ values and beliefs) (Newman 
1995: 25);

§ The agentic possibilities that can flow when there is a clear senior commit-
ment to diversity policies; when such policies are embedded at all three lev-
els of the organisation; and when they are infused with a recognition of the 



‘Keeping your eye on the prize’: Gender equality programmes in enterprise universities 13

political nature of educational leadership and the power of all players to be 
both ‘policy makers’ as well as ‘policy takers’ (Gunter 2004: 38);

§ The diverse fields in which equity groups such as the female leaders were 
located, and the importance of recognising within diversity policies, firstly, 
that not all women are the same and that they bring multiple subjectivities 
and diverse logics of practice to their leadership work from these diverse 
fields; and secondly, the differential ways in which women leaders may be 
located within the tertiary education field, depending upon the different 
forms of gendered, raced and classed capital they bring to their leadership 
and the valuation of that capital by the field itself;

§ The importance of specific case studies which examine the playing out of 
specific policy texts and practices in a variety of institutional conditions, in 
particular, in terms of examining the myriad daily practices which may 
work to reconstitute deeply gendered, raced and classed power relations 
within individual institutions with a view to understanding how such prac-
tices can be challenged and transformed into more socially justice proc-
esses, structures, attitudes and beliefs;

§ The importance of collecting gender-disaggregated statistics (Morley 2006) 
on staff and students which provide data on ethnicity and levels of disability 
so that a clear picture of where the deficits and areas of privileging are oc-
curring can emerge, thus allowing for more strategic targeting of pro-
grammes.

What are the ways forward? In her study of South African universities in the 
post-apartheid regime, Melanie Walker has made the following observations in 
regard to diversity and equity policies and their manifest stakeholders:

“What then might a feminist and antiracist practice look like in universities? How do we avoid 
a slippage into a depoliticised concern with individual advancement and attainment? We need a 
more nuanced understanding of how women are marginalized in universities, how this expe-
rience unfolds differently, with different emphases and shades of meaning, so that we construct 
inclusive accounts and new possibilities for what it might mean to be “Black” or “White”, “fe-
male” and “academic”, and a more inclusive view and so more fully human account of social 
reality’ ... Nor however, should academic women overlook a careful critique of their positio-
ning within the academy – where all women remain a minority and universities are sites of so-
me of the most intractable and covert forms of resistance to women’s advancement.” (Walker 
1998: 353-354)

It is this insistence upon critical awareness as a political responsibility for all
stakeholders in the game of diversity policies and practices, which suggests a 
crucial step forward.
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