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The ‘telling’ of silenced and suppressed stories has, for some time now, been a powerful practice in the process of social change. This has been especially so in feminist and participatory projects. Not only has the telling of such stories been powerful for the storyteller but also insightful for those listening to the accounts of experiences they find they share with others. However, the constructed nature of ‘experience’ and its retellings have come, more recently, to be understood as somewhat problematic.

The ‘reading’ of stories using discourse analysis offers another way forward for examining how experiences are shaped and for identifying potential sites of change. The use of discourse analysis as a methodology in this way draws on some useful developments in feminist poststructural theory. Its use enables examination of stories for the ways in which dominant discourses may be unsettled. As we engage at the intersection of competing and conflicting discourses to resolve tensions by taking up new subject positions in counter discourses, old discourses are reconstructed.

This development in methodology will be illustrated by reference to a collaborative action research study with eleven women working to unsettle a challenging organisational culture in an Australian university.

The paper first locates the collaborative inquiry study; second, notes the absences of everyday stories of women's experiences in research literature; third, draws attention the problematic nature of 'experience' as data; fourth, identifies the methods of storytelling adopted in the collaborative inquiry and fifth, summarises the emergent desires and conflicts of the women in the context of their workplace, before discussing the ways in which discourse analysis was employed to 'read' the stories. 

The collaborative inquiry study

The collaborative inquiry, situated at a ‘new’ Australian university within an Academic Women’s Leadership Development Program, was initiated by me as an innovative intervention in implementing affirmative action strategies of staff development. At this time in the early nineties, there were so few women in positions of senior management at Hawkesbury, that they did not, in fact, constitute a quorum for such professional development. The adoption of a collaborative action research approach, therefore, represented a creative and disruptive reframing of funding policy to reflect both its equity intention and the ‘concrete realities’ on the ground. Such a collaborative inquiry challenged the provision of Women in Management training premised on assumptions of women’s deficits and situated within the organisation’s current discourses. For historically, gender, class, race, colonialism and heterosexism were all deeply configured in an era that Luke characterises “as parochial, patriarchal, and pastoral” (1997:442). It was therefore important that the inquiry examine dynamics of power and gender, and investigate ways of unsettling the related processes of exclusion and marginalisation so that, in time, women could take up positions of leadership within the institution (Treleaven 1998). 

The eleven participants in the collaborative inquiry came from four of the five faculties (agriculture, horticulture, social ecology, nursing, and home economics). However, given the 1991 staff profile, all participants were white women with English-speaking backgrounds who self-nominated for the program. They were also actively concerned with issues affecting disadvantaged groups and cultural diversity, especially amongst students. 

The absence of everyday stories in the research literature

Much of the research literature on women in universities, women in management, and gender in organisations (see Treleaven 1998) is distant from women’s voices, from their embodied experience of their working lives in organisations, from the way meanings of work experiences are made, and from their active participation in changing those positions. In some ways, it remains in the realm of the more popular literature (Sinclair 1994, Cox 1996, Conway 1994) to do such work. Even in qualitative studies there are limitations (Cass et al 1983, Castleman et al 1995 and Brook's (1997) Academic Women) where women’s experiences are represented in selected quotes as ‘found’ truths. A notable exception, in an American context, is Aisenberg and Harrington’s (1988) study of Women in Academe. 

This absence of studies of embodied experience in how gender and power are realised can, however, be addressed. The sociological phenomenon of stories arguably provides access to “real active, embodied, impassioned lives” (Plummer 1995:170). Stories go beyond being ‘just a story’ since they are produced at particular historical times, told by particular people, are so often contradictory and multiple, changing in different social contexts to serve different social purposes. From stories, the abstractions of ‘organisational culture’ and ‘gender’ can be examined for their embeddedness, not only in institutions but also, in everyday language and practices. 

The problematic nature of 'experience' as data

The use of stories as ‘data’ is not, however, uncontested. The use of stories as research data inevitably engages the longstanding issue that lies at the heart of feminist praxis, the relationship between ‘experience’ and theory. As Gunew (1990:27) points out reviewing feminism’s epistemological origins, there is on the one hand Belsey’s concern that “experience must be the most unreliable source of theoretical production that we [feminists] could possibly have chosen” (Belsey 1982:179) and, on the other, de Lauretis’ (1984) careful delineation of ‘experience’ that is worth quoting at length:

I should say from the outset that, by experience, I do not mean the mere registering of sensory data, or a purely mental (psychological) relation to objects and events, or the acquisition of skills and competences by accumulation or repeated exposure. I use the term not in the individualistic, idiosyncratic sense of something belonging to one and exclusively her own even though others might have “similar” experiences; but rather in the general sense of a process by which, for all social beings, subjectivity is constructed. Through that process one places oneself or is placed in social reality, and so perceives and comprehends as subjective (referring to, even originating in, oneself) those relations(material, economic and interpersonal( which are in fact social and, in a larger perspective, historical. The process is continuous, its achievement unending or daily renewed. For each person, therefore, subjectivity is an ongoing construction, not a fixed point of departure or arrival from which one then interacts with the world. On the contrary, it is the effect of that interaction(which I call experience; and thus it is produced not by external ideas, values, or material causes, but by one’s personal, subjective, engagement in the practices, discourses and institutions that lend significance (value, meaning and affect) to the events of the world (de Lauretis 1984:159).

This feminist elaboration of experience differs from realist and individualistic notions of experience. By understanding de Lauretis’ elaboration of ‘experience’ as subjectivity, regularities and exceptions of particular kinds of experiences in specific historical contexts may be usefully theorised. Such a move enables some of the more problematic aspects of theorising experience to be addressed reflexively. For the stories told in the collaborative inquiry cannot be taken for granted as either fully articulated in language or as transparent records of these women's positions and practices. 

Storytelling of critical incidents

Three modes of storytelling were employed in the collaborative inquiry for critically examining our working lives (Treleaven 1994). First, in spontaneous, unstructured ways, we told stories of critical incidents in everyday situations to hand. Second, in a residential, we used a highly structured process, which I modified and described as Listening Circles, as a way of bringing some of our everyday stories into the group, as a basis for reflection, understanding and action. Third, in later phases, we reconstructed old stories in new forms as we engaged in action research cycles that spiralled outwards and connected women in the group with others beyond the inquiry. 

The cathartic qualities of private storytelling and their transformative function in the formation of public collective participation and political narratives are identified by Plummer (1995). The experiences of pain, vulnerability and fear in our stories provide powerful insights into processes of alienation produced by humiliation, abuse, marginalisation, exclusion, silence, absence and ignorance operating in the context of gendered power relations. In our isolation, however, few women had wanted to "rock the boat."  Yet our stories are also full of refusals and resistances, some vigorous, that amplify vulnerability and articulate the conflict that was generated when we drew on values and ways of working that differed from those underpinning the dominant discursive practices. 

Emerging desires and conflicts

A complex set of desires were revealed in our stories. First, we sought a ‘safe’ workplace in which we could exercise our creativity without the necessity of diverting substantial energy into fighting to establish, and then maintain, an environment in which to undertake our professional duties. Second, we sought a ‘fair’ workplace in which the contributions of women and men to the mission of the organisation were valued, including our emotional labour (Hochschild 1983) which many of them additionally undertook to the benefit of the organisation, its employees and its clients. Third, we sought a ‘respectful’ workplace where we could engage in practices that were informative and cooperative since we felt alienated from the combative and competitive values of what we often saw as manipulative political games. Fourth, we wanted to experience our work as an integral part of our lives rather than as some separate activity that produced internal conflict, alienation or cynicism.

The complexity of our engagements, in large part because of gender, derived from a range of contradictions and tensions between how we ‘wanted to be’ and how we felt we ‘were expected to be’ in our workplace. Attention to these dynamics required us to challenge/unsettle both our own gendered assumptions and dominant masculinist practices across the organisation in order to open up new possibilities for our futures.

Impetus towards applying feminist poststructural theory

Listening to the taped stories shows how the collaborative inquiry commenced with assumptions of gendered difference in the ways women worked, cycled back to examine an oppositional discourse that positioned women and our assumed ‘deficits’ as ‘the problem’, and came later to develop a politics of identity that led to action researching women’s working lives more widely thoroughout the organisation. As we inquired into ‘women centred ways of working’, we recognised differences among women. Thus, from initial positioning within popular humanistic studies of women’s assumed gender differences (Belenky et al 1986), we found our reflection required us to move beyond these essentialist discourses. As Lather (1991) and others have come to recognise, the inability of the Enlightenment to ‘deliver’ on its emancipatory promises has produced some of the impetus towards poststructuralist theory. Instead, a politics of shared action at ‘points of affinity’ (Luke 1992) enabled many of us to hold multiple positions in competing and contradictory discourses.

By the early nineties when the collaborative inquiry project commenced, developments in the Academy arising from the exploration of feminist poststructural theory had not been applied in professional or organisational development. Nevertheless, an increasing number of empirical poststructural studies being developed by feminists (for example, Hollway 1984, Davies 1989, Lather 1991, McRobbie 1994, Lee 1996) and concurrent with this project, employed poststructuralist concepts as investigative tools. These feminist empirical studies, drawing on Foucault's theories of discourse, power and the subject (1983), together with analyses of gender and power being developed by a number of feminist theorists (for example, de Lauretis 1987, Butler 1990, McNay 1992, Cooper 1994), opened up possibilities for applying poststructural theory. Discourse analysis is one such application of poststructuralist theory.

'Reading' the stories using discourse analysis 

Discourse analysis is a means of foregrounding for examination the taken-for-granted factors (historical, political, social, cultural, educational) that shape the language people use. As Foucault understands it, power pervasively infiltrates into everyday life through language and practices. Accordingly, the everyday language we used to tell our stories in the collaborative inquiry shows how we shaped our particular understandings of our worlds and the subject positions we took up within different discourses. With the agreement of participants, selected stories from the collaborative inquiry tapes were transcribed and subject to discourse analysis. My purpose in making a poststructuralist reading of these stories, was to go ‘beyond the text’, to foreground the conditions shaping the production of our accounts over the ‘actual’ or ‘realist tales’ (van Maanen 1988) then placed in the background. Thus I developed a systematic process for 'reading' the stories that enabled me to: first, identify the dominant and alternative (counter) discourses shaping the stories; second, identify the range of subject positions made available within these varying discourses; third, investigate the varying relations of power; and fourth, identify and problematise the binary oppositions deeply embedded in language. 

Three methods were especially productive for examining the informal, semi-structured storytelling and critical incidents recorded during the collaborative inquiry (Treleaven 2000). First, I looked for patterns, absences, silences and resistances in relation to organisational norms, practices, cultures, people and positions as experienced by the women in the inquiry group; and for how power relations figured in them. I looked not only for patterns but also for what did not fit(the disruptions, exceptions, exclusions and contradictions. 

Second, I identified symptomatic stories for ‘reading’ from these tapes. Such stories are fragments, artefacts of the multiple contexts within which they are produced. I selected critical incidents for analysis that demonstrated subject(act)ivity, as Angelides (1994) calls the subject’s agency, in process. At such sites, heightened tensions are produced by competing and contradictory discourses. In turn, the need to resolve such tensions, by exercising power collectively and individually at intersecting points of contradiction between discourses as subjects move through various discursive fields, is indicative of potential for forming new subjectivities. For as new subject positions are taken up, discourses are reconstructed. Thus my selection of symptomatic stories was determined by their potential to identify the conditions that generate, maintain and reproduce gendered discourses within organisations. 

Third, I found the notion of binaries (Cixous 1981) and challenging binary thinking useful. Since the logic of binary relations embedded in the structures of thinking and behaviour is emphasised in deep narrative structures within stories (Cortazzi 1993), stories function as a rich accessible source of binary thinking. Furthermore, using deconstructive strategies (Derrida 1981), attention focussed on binary oppositions destabilises their taken-for-granted ‘natural’ truth status and opens up spaces for new possibilities to emerge (Pringle 1995). In the tape transcripts, I found attempts to transform or disrupt binaries in both the stories and the group’s critical reflection on them. Although our intuitive challenging of binary thinking was not named as such, my analysis showed that as a result of this approach, some women took up new subjectivities while others diffused the power of binary oppositions by adopting multiple subjectivities.

Gendered binary pairs were used in three ways for reading the stories: first, to investigate how they function to position women in ways that devalue their difference from what is constructed as masculinist; second, to identify from the women’s refusals at one end of a binary pair the values embedded in their own binary thinking and which discourses they experienced as more enabling; and third, to problematise collective forms of feminine subjectivity deeply embedded in binary thinking.

Conclusion

The importance of story in the collaborative inquiry, as a site of change for both professional development and organisational change, lies in its possibilities for creating new subjectivities, by being able to hold experience differently, to influence the way stories are told and retold, to reshape their meanings, and to explore and name different futures:

The focus here [in storytelling] is neither on the solitary individual life (which is in principle unknown and unknowable) nor on the text (which means nothing standing on its own), but on the interactions which emerge around story telling. Stories can be seen as joint actions (Plummer 1995:20).

The power of making a discourse analysis of storytelling in a collaborative inquiry lies in its capacity to identify potential sites of discursive change, where competing and contradictory discourses intersect and overlap. As such, stories and their discourse analyses offer a disruptive possibility for a collective project concerned with unsettling gendered discourses and subjectivities at work in organisations. 

References

Aisenberg, N., and Harrington, M. (1988) Women of Academe: Outsiders in the sacred grove. Amherst: The University of Massachusetts Press.

Angelides, S. (1994) Human Agency and the Poststructuralist Turn: Feminism and the negotiation of subject(act)ivity. Unpublished paper, University of Melbourne.

Belenky, M. F., Clinchy, B. M., Goldberger, N. R. and Tarule, J. M. (1986) Women’s Ways of Knowing: The development of self, voice, and mind. New York: Basic Books.
Belsey, C. (1982) Problems of literary theory: The problem of meaning. New Literary History, 14(1), 175-82.

Brooks, A. (1997) Academic Women. Buckingham, UK and Bristol, USA: Society for Research into Higher Education and Open University Press.

Butler, J. (1990) Gender Trouble: Feminism and the subversion of identity. London: Routledge.

Cass, B., Dawson, M., Temple, D., Wills, S. and Winkler, A. (1983) Why So Few? Women academics in Australian universities. Sydney: Sydney University Press.

Castleman, T., Allen, M., Bastalich, W. and Wright, P. (1995) Limited Access: Women’s disadvantage in higher education employment. Melbourne: National Tertiary Education Union.

Cixous, H. (1981) Sorties. In E. Marks and I. de Courtivron (Eds.) New French Feminisms: An anthology. (pp. 90-98). New York: Schocken Books.
Conway, J. K. (1994) True North. London: Hutchinson.

Cooper, D. (1994) Productive, relational, everywhere? Conceptualising power and resistance within Foucauldian feminism. Sociology, 28(2), 435-454. 
Cortazzi, M. (1993) Narrative Analysis. London: The Falmer Press.

Cox, E. (1996) Leading Women. Sydney: Random House.

Davies, B. (1989) Frogs and Snails and Feminist Tales: Preschool children and gender. Sydney: George Allen and Unwin.

de Lauretis, T. (1987) The Technologies of Gender: Essays on theory, film and fiction. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

Derrida, J. (1981) Positions. (Trans. Alan Bass). Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Foucault, M. (1983) The subject and power. In H. Dreyfus and P. Rabinow (Eds.) Michel Foucault: Beyond structuralism and hermeneutics, (2nd ed.). (pp. 208-226). Chicago: The University of Chicago Press. 

Gunew, S. (Ed.) (1990) Feminist Knowledge: Critique and construct. London: Routledge.

Hochschild, A. R. (1983) The Managed Heart: Commercialisation of human feeling. Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press.

Hollway, W. (1984) Gender difference and the production of subjectivity. In J. Henriques et al (Eds.) Changing the Subject: Psychology, social regulation and subjectivity. (pp. 227-263). London: Methuen. 

Lather, P. (1991) Getting Smart: Feminist research and pedagogy with/in the postmodern. New York and London: Routledge.

Lee, A. (1996) Gender, Literacy, Curriculum: Rewriting school geography. London: Taylor and Francis.

Luke, C. (1992) The politicised ‘I’ and depoliticised ‘we’: The politics of theory in postmodern feminisms. Social Semiotics, 2(2), 1-20.

Luke, C. (1997) Quality assurance and higher education. Higher Education, 33, 433-451.

McNay, L. (1992) Foucault and Feminism: Power, gender and the self. Cambridge: Polity Press.

McRobbie, A. (1994) Postmodernism and Popular Culture. London: Routledge.
Plummer, K. (1995) Telling Sexual Stories: Power, change and social worlds. London: Routledge.

Pringle, R. (1995) Destabilising patriarchy. In B. Caine and R. Pringle (Eds.) Transitions: New Australian feminisms. (pp. 198-211). New York: St Martin’s Press.

Sinclair, A. (1994) Trials at the Top: Chief executives talk about men, women and the Australian executive culture. Melbourne: The Australian Centre, University of Melbourne.

Treleaven, L. (1994) Making a space: Collaborative inquiry as staff development. In P. Reason (Ed.) Participation in Human Inquiry. (pp. 138-162). London: Sage.

Treleaven, L. (1998) Unsettling Tensions: Gender, power and a ‘new’ university. Unpublished PhD Thesis, University of Technology, Sydney.

Treleaven, L. (2000) The turn to action and the linguistic turn: towards an integrated methodology, in Reason, P. and Bradbury, H. The Handbook of Action Research. SAGE, London.

Van Maanen, J. (1988) Tales of the Field: On writing ethnography. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

